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The EU’s Green Diplomacy Network (GDN) is a network of officials in Foreign Ministries and diplomatic missions dealing with 
international environment and sustainable development issues. It aims to strengthen the utilisation of the EU’s extensive diplomatic 
networks and promote environmental integration into the EU’s external policies.  
 

Maintaining ecosystem services 
and biodiversity: a prerequisite 
for human well-being 
 
Biological Diversity - is the very foundation of human survival 
and prosperity. There is a direct link between biological 
diversity – the genes, species and ecosystems that constitute the 
fabric of life - and the possibility for an ecosystem to deliver 
ecosystem services, like food production, water purification, 
nutrient circulation and climate regulation including mitigation 
of, and adjustment to, climate change.  
 
• Approximately 40 per cent of the global economy, and 

50% of jobs world-wide, are based on biological products 
and processes. The proportion is higher in developing 
countries.  

• Most of the 1.3 billion extremely poor people live in 
countries that are economically poor but have a rich 
biological diversity.  

• Biodiversity and human health are strongly linked. 
Examples include nutrition (fish is the most essential 
protein for more than 2 billion people), medicinal uses (up 
to 80% people in poor countries depend on traditional 
plant based medicines), and the role of ecosystems to 
prevent spread of diseases and purify water. 

• Access to biodiversity resources and sharing the benefits is 
a human rights and democracy issue –whether it be 
benefits from e.g. commercialisation of genetic resources, 
forest utilisation and timber extraction, capture fishery or 
eco-tourism in protected areas.  

• Biodiversity constitutes the heart of many cultures, and for 
many village communities and indigenous peoples 
biological diversity is one of the most important cultural 
heritages.  

 
The chilling reality today is that biodiversity is being lost at 
rates unprecedented in human history. As a consequence 
human well-being and opportunities for economic growth is 
jeopardized in the long term all over the world. In particular it 
affects the poorest. This is the growing realisation among an 
increasing number of scientists and policy analysts world-wide 
including the recently concluded Millennium Ecosystem 
Assessment (MA)1.  
 
Key messages from the MA 
 
1. Humans have radically altered ecosystems, and depleted 
the genetic and species diversity on which these are built. 
During the past 50 years humans have reengineered large parts 

                                                 
1 The Millennium Ecosystem Assessment was a 4-year global 
research initiative, involving more than 1,300 leading scientists 
from 95 nations.   

of the planet, changing ecosystems more rapidly and 
extensively than at any comparable time in human history.  
- More land was converted to cropland since 1945 than in the 

18th and 19th century combined, and 27% of terrestrial 
ecosystems are now cultivated.  

- 35% of mangroves have been lost since 1980. 
- Almost 1% of tropical forest cover is being lost every year.  
- The number of species on Earth is rapidly declining – 

undermining the capacity of and resilience of ecosystems to 
continue providing ecosystem goods and services. The 
IUCN Red Data List of Threatened Species reports that 
more than 15,000 species are threatened, including 23% of 
mammals, 12% of birds, and 31% of amphibians. 

- Genetic resources – primarily traditional cultivars of crop 
and livestock species – have been lost. 

 
2. Ecosystem changes has brought gains, but at high costs. 

On the credit side so far: food production. Of the 24 ecosystem 
services assessed by the MA, there are clear increases related to 
food production – e.g. livestock, intensified crop production 
and aquaculture. Hence there are high benefits to humans - 
including food security, reduction in the proportion of 
malnourished people, improvements in health, and as pathway 
for economic growth.  

On the debit side: the biodiversity capital, and capacity to 
buffer against changes. These gains are coming at the 
increasing costs specified above. The MA found that  
approximately 60% (15 out of 24) of the ecosystem services 
examined are on a downward trend. This includes products 
such as wild foods, wood fuel, medicinal plants, capture 
fisheries and fresh water, with the two latter now being well 
beyond levels that can sustain current, much less future, 
demand. It also includes regulating services -  e.g. air and water 
purification, the regulation of regional and local climate, 
natural hazards, and pests – and cultural services, such as 
aesthetic and spiritual values.  

A consequence is an increasing risk of shocks and surprises. 
With loss of species, the ecosystems ability to adapt to changes 
and stress (e.g. climate change) declines. And with increasing 
stress on ecosystems the risk potentially abrupt change also 
increases. Examples of such changes include disease 
emergence, abrupt alterations in water quality, the creation of 
“dead zones” in coastal waters, the collapse of fisheries, and 
shifts in regional climate. These costs of biodiversity loss - 
though borne by society - are rarely assessed, but evidence 
suggests that they are often greater than the benefits gained 
through ecosystem changes.  

 
3. Workable solutions require major policy changes.  
Past actions to slow or reverse the degradation of ecosystems – 
e.g. protected areas that now cover 11,7% of terrestrial areas -  
have yielded significant benefits, but are far from  enough. To 
further reduce and stop the loss of biodiversity and maintain 
ecosystems services will require a whole host of new and 



 

 

stronger actions. These are possible with enough political will, 
but are not currently under way 
 
Why is biodiversity being lost? 
   

 Immediate causes. The immediate causes of biodiversity 
loss are several and of course place specific, the most 
important and common ones being habitat loss and 
fragmentation, invasive alien species, over-exploitation 
and excessive harvesting, climate change and use of 
pollution & chemicals and nutrient  over-loading. These 
are in turn caused by a combination of intensified and 
unsustainable land use practices (including conversion to 
crop land, use of external inputs such as pesticides and 
chemical fertilisers, and irrigation etc) and un-checked 
infrastructure and industrial development. 

 Root causes. The real challenge though is to identify and 
address the under-lying root causes and indirect drivers. 
These include demographic changes and poverty, lack of 
information & awareness, consumption patterns, failures 
within economic incentive frameworks and governance.  

 
What do we need to do? 
 

1. More information and using it  
 Integrate ecosystem management goals in various sectors, 

such as agriculture, forestry, finance, trade, and health, 
through use of tools such Strategic Environmental 
Assessments. This includes impact in developing countries 
of EU policies and actions on e.g. trade, fisheries and 
agriculture, and supporting partner countries through 
development cooperation in sustainably managing 
biodiversity and ecosystems. 

 Further develop tools to quantify the value of ecosystem 
services and e.g. analyzing ecosystem service trade offs in 
budget and fiscal policy. 

2. Appropriate incentive frameworks  
 Eliminate of harmful subsidies, and make taxes ecosystem 

friendly.  
 Strengthen local tenure rights over natural resources, 

including community management and benefit-sharing 
mechanisms;  

 Support mechanisms to enable consumer preferences to be 
expressed through markets, such as eco-labeling. 

 Create and develop new markets for ecosystem services. 

3. Improve governance and democratic influence 
 Empower groups dependent on ecosystem services or 

affected by their degradation, and increase democratic 
involvement in decision-making.  

 Increased transparency and accountability of government 
and private-sector performance in ecosystem management,  

4. Invest in good technologies  

 Promote technologies enabling increased crop yields 
without harmful impacts related to water, nutrient and 
pesticide use;  

 Ecosystem management and restoration, focusing on the 
landscape level, and including the role of protected areas.  

 Promote research, ranging from basic biological research 
(taxonomic initiatives, functioning of ecosystems, etc) to 
socio-economic and multi-disciplinary issues. 

The Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) 
The CBD was signed by world leaders at the 1992 Earth 
Summit in Rio. The Convention has three main goals: the 
conservation of biological diversity, the sustainable use of its 
components, and the fair and equitable sharing of the benefits 
from the use of genetic resources. The sixth Conference of 
Parties (COP6) to CBD adopted the so-called 2010-target “to 
achieve by 2010 a significant reduction of the current rate of 
biodiversity loss at the global, regional and national level as a 
contribution to poverty alleviation and to the benefit of all life 
on earth”. Important processes under CBD include: 

 On-going negotiations to develop an International Regime 
on Access and Benefit Sharing (ABS) regarding genetic 
resources. This issue is strongly linked to negotiations on 
Intellectual Property Rights (IPR) and trade also 
negotiated in other fora, e.g. World Intellectual property 
Organisation (WIPO), and WTO-TRIPs. 

 Biosafety issues and biotechnology, including impacts of 
GMOs on ecosystems and human health. 

 Expanding and strengthening protected areas world-wide. 
 Ensuring and promoting rights and involvement of 

indigenous peoples and local communities. 
 

What is the EU doing?  
• EU and all MS have signed and ratified the Convention of 

Biological Diversity. 
• A Biodiversity Strategy was adopted by EU in 1998 in 

order to implement obligations under the CBD. The 
Biodiversity Strategy includes Action Plans for Economic 
and Development Cooperation, Fisheries, Agriculture and 
Natural Resources. 

• At the EU´s summit June 2002, in Gothenburg, Sweden, 
EU Heads of State and Government made the commitment 
to halt the decline of biodiversity by 2010. 

• A Communication with specific actions on how to meet 
the 2010- Biodiversity target was adopted in May 2006. 
(http://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/biodiversity/current_biodiversity
_policy/biodiversity_com_2006/index_en.htm) 

 
Links 
CBD www.biodiv.org 
MA www.maweb.org 
WRI www.wri.org 
IUCN www.iucn.org 

 
 
The GDN’s e-Brochures are designed to help achieve the network’s aims to promote information exchange and proactively 
disseminate accurate and up-to-date environmental information. For further information on the GDN see our website at: 
www.europa.eu.int/comm/external_relations/env/ 
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