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Benefits of Wastelands for the Protection of Urban Biodiversity  

Land use planning can have a significant impact on biodiversity. To address this concern, the European 
Commission issued a strategy on biodiversity1 in 1998 and four biodiversity action plans in 2001. In May 
2006, the Commission adopted a Communication2 which sets out an ambitious policy approach to halting 
the loss of biodiversity by 2010. In particular, it provides an EU Action Plan which proposed concrete 
measures and outlines the responsibilities of EU institutions and Member States, respectively. 
Furthermore, the European Commission also adopted a Thematic Strategy on the Urban Environment3 in 
January 2006 aiming at improving the quality of the urban environment. However, even with this initiative, 
the specific link between urban wasteland and biodiversity has still received limited attention. 

Recently, French researchers tried to determine the role of urban structures in the distribution of 
wasteland flora in urban areas. Within the framework of this study, they focused on 98 wastelands 
ranging from a few square meters to more than 18,000 m² over a French department in the greater Paris 
region. Researchers assessed three parameters quantifying the floristic importance of wastelands: the 
number of species, the frequency of occurrence of species and the proportion of indigenous versus 
naturalised species. 

The main results from this study are as follows: 
• Urban wastelands host a substantial proportion of the floristic diversity of cities: nearly 60% of the 

total species recorded over the whole department were found in the wastelands under study. 

• Large wastelands and wastelands of intermediate ages contain the highest number of species. This 
is the result of the traditional evolution of floristic diversity: after some years of colonisation and 
competition among species, a relatively small number of species remain settled. 

• Wastelands witnessing the presence of water within a close radius have a higher chance of 
containing rarer species. Adversely, acting as a biodiversity pool, urban wastelands could have a 
positive impact on the biodiversity of neighbouring areas according to the authors.  

• Individual and collective dwellings around sites have a negative influence on the floristic significance 
of areas by reducing their overall quality: rare species are less frequent in this type of wasteland.    

• Unexpectedly, the environmental characteristics of the area, such as geomorphology and exposition, 
were not crucial factors in the floristic importance of wastelands. Though these parameters are 
considered unavoidable by the authors, no evidence could be provided by the study: the 
fragmentation of the landscape, and the introduction and covering of alien substances in wastelands 
could have hindered these parameters. 

Overall, the authors suggest that the maintenance of wastelands is necessary considering their role in the 
spreading of species and the colonisation of surrounding areas. Large and connected wastelands contribute to 
the preservation of biodiversity in urban areas. Therefore, this study provides new insight in the dynamics of 
biodiversity in urban areas that could be taken into consideration when planning urban land use. 
1 The European biodiversity strategy is available at http://ec.europa.eu/environment/docum/9842sm.htm 
2 For more information on the 2006 Biodiversity Communication and its detailed Action Plan: 
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/biodiversity/comm2006/index_en.htm  
3 The Thematic Strategy on the Urban Environment is available at http://ec.europa.eu/environment/urban/pdf/com_2005_0718_en.pdf  
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Recent research has emphasised the role urban wastelands can play in preserving 
biodiversity in urban areas. Large connected wasteland seems to be a significant source of 
floristic diversity and thus disseminates and colonises surrounding neighbourhoods. 
Scientists suggest that preserving wasteland in urban areas could be necessary to protect 
urban biodiversity. 
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