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First International Conference on Health and Biodiversity – COHAB 2005

Summary Report
The First International Conference on Health and Biodiversity was held in Galway, Ireland from Tuesday 23rd to Thursday 25th August 2005. COHAB 2005 was the culmination of 2 years of communications between a number of international partners, including representatives of conservation organisations, NGOs, local and national governments, United Nations agencies, health administrations, industry and academia. The conference was attended by over 150 people, including researchers, practitioners, activists and policy makers from 52 countries, and was the first event of its kind, aimed at addressing the threats to human health and welfare posed by the loss of biological diversity and unsustainable use of natural resources. 

COHAB 2005 aimed to establish a forum for communication and collaboration on issues of health, development and biodiversity. The conference was a considerable success, particularly in facilitating communication between developed and developing country participants on a wide range of important issues, in raising awareness at government level, and identifying areas where future research and activity is required.

The conference format recognised that there are several distinct but often inter-related issues at the heart of the relationship between health and biodiversity, identifying the most important services which biodiversity provides. The opening plenary session on Tuesday 23rd provided an overview of the links between biodiversity and health, summarising the issues which would be discussed over the following two days, and highlighting the importance of biodiversity to the United Nations Millennium Development Goals. 

On Wednesday 24th, the conference broke out into four parallel workshops: “Food Security, Nutrition and Sustainable Livelihoods”, “Disease Ecology”, “Natural Products and Drug Discovery”, and “Systemic Approaches to Population Health” – recognising the fundamental goods and services provided by biodiversity, and the need for an integrated and holistic approach to healthcare which acknowledges the critical importance of a healthy environment. Workshops continued on the morning of Thursday 25th, and the conference closed on Thursday afternoon with a plenary session on policy options, examining the role of national and international instruments and policies in addressing the health and welfare issues posed by biodiversity loss.

The conference opened with a statement from the United Nations Secretary General Mr. Kofi Annan, which was presented by Dr. Hamdallah Zedan, Executive Secretary of the Convention on Biological Diversity. The opening session also included an address from the United Kingdom’s Minister for Landscape and Biodiversity, Mr. Jim Knight M.P., and statements from representatives of the World Health Organisation, the United Nations Development Programme, the U.N. Environment Programme, the World Conservation Union and the Irish Department of Foreign Affairs. The entire conference included over 70 presentations, including research reports and case studies from around the world. These clearly demonstrated that the protection of biodiversity is of critical importance to the health and welfare of all peoples worldwide, and that failure to protect habitats, species and ecosystems poses severe risks to human well-being. The conference established that there is a need for, and considerable interest in, further initiatives to address the issues raised at COHAB 2005, and to develop projects to tackle specific areas where further work is required.

Following from the conference discussions, the following are the major conclusions of COHAB 2005:

· These conclusions, and the range of presentations at COHAB 2005, echo the outputs of the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment: Everyone in the world depends on nature and ecosystem services to provide the conditions for a decent, healthy and secure life. Human industrial and technological development over the past 50 years has led to significant and often drastic alterations to the natural world. Although these changes have contributed to substantial net gains in our welfare, security and economic development, the benefits have not been distributed evenly across the globe, and the continuing loss of biodiversity and erosion of ecosystem services is already having negative impacts on the health, well-being and security of millions of people, especially in poor and marginalized populations.

· International commitments towards the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) will be severely hampered unless a concerted and effective effort is made towards reaching the strategic goal of the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) to achieve, by the year 2010, a significant reduction in the rate of biodiversity loss worldwide. In other words, a failure to achieve a significant reduction in the rate of biodiversity loss by the year 2010 may severely affect efforts to address the MDGs by the MDG target year of 2015. Furthermore, beyond 2015, biodiversity loss will continue to undermine the health, security, livelihoods and general well-being of billions of people worldwide. This is not only relevant to the Millennium Development Goal on environmental sustainability – biodiversity loss and ecosystem change affect each of the MDGs, and particularly those goals that deal with health.

· Conversely, a failure to address the MDGs, or to put appropriate measures in place towards their implementation, within the next 2 to 3 years, will seriously affect the ability of nations to address the CBD 2010 target. Beyond 2010, a failure to adequately address issues of poverty, debt relief, trade, and security will continue to create conflicts between people and the natural environment. Such conflicts will likely result in further impacts on biodiversity that may, ultimately, create further challenges for human health and welfare, and livelihood sustainability. Therefore, protection of biodiversity must play a central role in national action plans towards the MDGs. Governments must ensure that appropriate measures to safeguard biodiversity are copper-fastened into all local, regional, national and international development plans and programmes as a matter of urgency.

· The protection of agricultural biodiversity is vital to the dietary health of billions of people worldwide. Improving dietary diversity can play a significant role in addressing diseases related to poor nutritional diversity, including malnutrition, obesity, cardio-vascular disorders, diabetes and cancers, as well as promoting livelihood sustainability and improving environmental quality. Governments should ensure that the genetic and species diversity of agricultural produce is preserved and improved, and that the importance of dietary diversity based on crop and livestock varieties is explained and promoted to consumers. 

· Biodiversity is vital to traditional and modern medicinal practice, particularly in the face of the global problems of increasing antibiotic resistance and emerging infectious diseases. Biodiversity loss severely threatens potential future resources for the treatment of illness. Bioprospecting – the exploration and exploitation of chemical compounds from natural sources – can represent a valuable tool for both conservation and drug discovery. However, representatives of indigenous communities participating in COHAB 2005 expressed concerns that unsustainable patterns of exploitation are threatening the livelihoods and health of communities in many regions. Furthermore, concerns were expressed about cases where exploitation of traditional knowledge systems has occurred without respect for the owners of that knowledge, and without due consideration for the principles of equitable access and benefit sharing. There is a need to ensure that bioprospecting preserves and respects traditional knowledge systems, and involves local communities in a manner that values and protects habitats and species, creates local business opportunities and supports the continuance of local cultural traditions. This requires direct engagement and collaboration with the biotech and pharmaceutical industries, national institutes of health and medicine, and research funding agencies worldwide. 

· There is compelling evidence that the effects of recent disasters – including the tsunami in South East Asia in 2004, the famine in Niger in 2005 and the effects of hurricane Katrina in the Americas in 2005 – have been exacerbated by ecosystem change, unsustainable development and biodiversity loss associated with human activities. A failure to recognise these issues and to account for biodiversity and essential ecosystem services in relief and redevelopment programmes, may simply negate today’s relief efforts if such disasters recur in the future. Furthermore, in a world where climate change may result in more unpredictable weather patterns and more frequent and more extreme storms, the services provided by biodiversity will be critical for human communities most at risk from such events. Therefore, where appropriate, the protection, management and restoration of ecosystems must play a central role in disaster relief and emergency aid programmes.

· The Convention on Biological Diversity requires that biodiversity is appropriately accounted for in environmental impact assessments, and in all areas of local and national policy – including health, transport, tourism, trade, education etc. However, it is clear from many of the presentations and discussions at COHAB 2005 that these requirements are not being adequately addressed in many regions. The need to adopt a truly holistic approach that considers the protection of biodiversity and the wider environment as a vital part of all local, national and international health and development objectives is clear. Governments must ensure in particular that programmes for safeguarding human population health, plant health and animal health take due cognisance of the risk which biodiversity loss represents, and that programmes in other sectors do not conflict with that goal. The use of strategic environmental assessments can and should play a significant role in addressing this issue and in the implementation of the CBD’s strategic objective. 

· The relationship between biodiversity loss and the emergence and spread of new and more virulent disease organisms is of great international significance. There is clear scientific evidence that outbreaks of many diseases, including SARS, Ebola, malaria, and the HIV pandemic, have resulted from human impacts on habitats and wildlife – including inter alia ecosystem change, the bushmeat trade and the wildlife trade. The current international spread of the H5N1 strain of avian influenza may also be facilitated by these activities, and it is possible that human impacts on biodiversity could increase the risk of this and other diseases being transmitted to human and wildlife populations. Failure to address the root causes of disease emergence associated with ecosystem change or impacts on wildlife could have severe global consequences. Therefore, it is essential that the use of biodiversity indicators and the protection of ecosystems be integrated into international efforts to prevent emerging infectious diseases. 

· In developing and developed countries, biodiversity and environmental values have a cultural, spiritual and social significance often not clearly recognised by governments or the general public. Through an awareness of heritage and the concept of ‘sense of place’, biodiversity is important to the psychological and spiritual well-being of communities and wider populations; in many regions, particularly in western societies, biodiversity loss or a dissociation from the natural environment can have negative impacts on social structure and behaviour. This must also be taken into consideration in the planning and implementation of local and national development plans.

· There is a pressing need for international initiatives to fill the gaps between the environmental sector and the health and development communities, and for local and national governments to start implementing programmes to address the links between human well-being and biodiversity as a matter of urgency. Further research is required to identify key areas (thematic and geographic) for action – e.g. targeting critical ecosystems and ecosystem processes, preserving indigenous knowledge systems, identifying wildlife and human communities at risk, and evaluating the social, cultural, economic and environmental significance of habitats and species. Scientists and policy makers must work more closely within and across disciplines to ensure that the roles and functions of biodiversity are better understood, and that the values of biodiversity are better explained to those outside of the ecological sciences, and particularly to the general public.

On Friday 26th August, the Secretariat of the Convention on Biological Diversity, in association with the organisers of COHAB 2005, convened, as an additional event, the CBD International Workshop on Biodiversity Indicators for Food and Medicine. Participants discussed the use of biodiversity indicators that are of relevance to food production, security of food supplies, and modern and traditional medicine. A report on this workshop was produced as an information document for the 11th meeting of the CBD’s Subsidiary Body on Scientific, Technical and Technological Advice (SBSTTA), in Montreal in November 2005. This report is available on the CBD website www.biodiv.org. (SBSTTA 11 information document UNEP/CBD/SBSTTA/11/INF/18).

A second International Conference on Health and Biodiversity is proposed for late 2007. In the interim, the partners behind COHAB 2005 will work together to move the agenda forward, to further promote the issues throughout the international community, and to engage with others in relevant sectors worldwide.

*******

For further information on COHAB 2005, please contact the COHAB Initiative secretariat:

Email: info@cohabnet.org; or visit the website www.cohabnet.org
Statement of United Nations Secretary General Mr. Kofi Annan, to the First International Conference on Health and Biodiversity, Galway, Ireland, 23rd to 25th August 2005.

Presented to the participants of COHAB 2005 by the Executive Secretary of the Convention on Biological Diversity, Dr. Hamdallah Zedan.

“It gives me great pleasure to send you my best wishes, to all the participants in this important conference. In less than a month, world leaders will gather at the United Nations in New York for the 2005 World Summit, at which they will address some of the most pressing challenges facing humankind, and as part of that effort, assess the progress being made towards achieving the Millennium Development Goals. The Goals embody the hopes of all people for a world without hunger and poverty, where all live in freedom, with dignity and equity. Biodiversity is crucial to these hopes, especially in the area of health. Biodiversity provides the ecosystem services, from clean water and food, to fuel and medicinal plants, that underpin a healthy life. If we fail to use and conserve biodiversity in a sustainable manner, the result will be increasingly degraded environments, and a world plagued by new and more rampant illnesses, deepening poverty, and the perpetuation of patterns of inequitable and unsustainable growth. Unfortunately, our actions run the risk of taking humanity down this path. As the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment reported earlier this year, human activities are fundamentally changing the planet, perhaps irreversibly. Over the last fifty years, pollution, climate change, degradation of habitats and overexploitation of natural resources, led to more rapid losses of biological diversity than at any other time in human history. Such losses put the livelihoods and health of current and future generations in jeopardy. That is why this first international conference on the relationship between health and biodiversity is very timely. I wish you every success in your efforts to diagnose the problems, and most importantly, to put forward recommendations that will guide us in our journey towards achieving truly sustainable development and the Millennium Development Goals.”

*******

COHAB 2005 Partners and Funding Organisations

· The Secretariat of the Convention on Biological Diversity (SCBD), Montreal, Canada.

· The United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), Bureau for Development Policy, New York.

· The United Nations Environment Programme – World Conservation Monitoring Centre (UNEP-WCMC), Cambridge, U.K.

· The United Nations Foundation, Washington D.C.

· The World Conservation Union (IUCN), Switzerland.

· The Global Environment Facility (GEF) at the World Bank, Washington, D.C.

· The Government of Ireland - Department of Foreign Affairs, Dublin, Ireland.

· The Government of the United Kingdom – Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA), London, U.K.

· The Government of the Netherlands – Ministry of Housing, Spatial Planning and the Environment, The Hague, Netherlands.

· The Department of the Environment for Northern Ireland – Environment and Heritage Service (EHS NI), Belfast, Northern Ireland.

· The Environmental Protection Agency of Ireland, Wexford, Ireland.

· School of Pharmacy at Queen’s University of Belfast, Northern Ireland.

· Science Foundation Ireland, Dublin, Ireland.

· The Centre for Health and the Global Environment at Harvard Medical School, Boston, Massachusetts.

· The Consortium for Conservation Medicine, Manhattan, New York.

· The Wildlife Conservation Society, The Bronx, New York.

· International Plant Genetic Resources Institute (IPGRI), Rome, Italy.

· The International Maize and Wheat Improvement Centre (CIMMYT), El Batan, Mexico.

· The EcoHealth Network and Journal, Editorial Office, John A. Burns School of Medicine, University of Hawaii, Honolulu, Hawaii.

· The Consortium for Health and Ecology, Edith Cowan University, Western Australia.

· European Centre for Nature Conservation (ECNC), Tilburg, The Netherlands.

· Diversitas, Paris.

· The Heritage Council, Kilkenny, Ireland.

· Moore Group, Archaeological and Environmental Services, Galway, Ireland.

· Environmental Scientists Association of Ireland (ESAI).

· The National University of Ireland – Environmental Change Institute, Galway; Environmental Research Institute, Cork; and the Departments of Zoology and Agriculture, Dublin.

· The Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB), Bedfordshire, U.K.

· GlaxoSmithKline Research and Development Ltd., Middlesex, U.K.

· Yamanouchi Ireland Pharmaceuticals, Mulhuddart, Dublin, Ireland.

· Galway Radisson SAS Hotel, Galway, Ireland & the Galway Great Southern Hotel, Galway, Ireland.
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