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The natural environment provides the basic conditions without which humanity could not survive.

Life on the blue planet is contained within the biosphere, a thin and irregular envelope around
the Earth’s surface, just a few kilometres deep around the radius of the globe. Here, ecosystems
purify the air and the water that are the basis of life. They stabilise and moderate the Earth’s
climate. Soil fertility is renewed, nutrients are cycled and plants are pollinated.

Although scientists are now able to appreciate the complexity of this web of interacting
natural processes, we are still a very long way from understanding how they all fit together.
What we do know is that if any part of the web suffers breaks down, the future of life on the
planet will be at risk.

Biological diversity — the variability of life on Earth — is the key to the ability of the biosphere
to continue providing us with these ecological goods and services and thus is our species’ life
assurance policy.

However, as a species we are degrading, and in some cases destroying, the ability of biological
diversity to continue performing these services. The 20th century saw a fourfold increase in
human numbers and an eighteen-fold growth in world economic output. With these came
unsustainable patterns of consumption and the use of environmentally unsound technologies.
There are now more than six billion of us and we are placing unprecedented strains on the
planet’s ability to cope. Worse, the fruits of this growth are extremely unequally divided.
Whilst some enjoy better standards of living than at any time in history, nearly half the world’s
population is unjustifiably poor, making do on less than $2 a day. Worse still, the poor suffer
disproportionately from the damage done to the environment.

In the 21st century, we will stand or fall on our ability to collectively eradicate poverty,
guarantee human rights and ensure an environmentally sustainable future. Freedom from want,
freedom from fear and sustaining our future are all part of the same equation.

The world community has recognised this. Over the last ten years the United Nations has
convened a series of summit meetings and negotiations to adopt legal instruments and
programmes for action on key issues: education, the rights of children, environment and
development, human rights, population and development, social development, the
advancement of women, human settlements and food security. The legal and policy
instruments are, by and large, in place. What is needed now is to ensure that they are
implemented.

The Convention on Biological Diversity is one of these instruments. The Convention was
opened for signature at the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development in
Rio de Janeiro in June 1992. It came into force at the end of 1993 and has now been ratified by
the overwhelming majority of countries, for whom it is now a legally binding commitment to
conserve biological diversity, to sustainably use its components and to share equitably the
benefits arising from the use of genetic resources.

This Guide provides an introduction to the Convention, the issues it addresses and the action
that needs to be taken. Action by Governments alone will not be enough. We will reverse the
trends of environmental degradation and guarantee environmental sustainability for ourselves
and for future generations only when we all ensure that our actions and behaviour, individually
and collectively, are sustainable.

I hope you will read this Guide with this in mind and urge you, your family and your
community to take an active part in achieving the objectives of the Convention on

Biological Diversity. ~— .
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Klaus Topfer
Executive Director
UNEP

In a world of increasing globalization and environmental degradation, management of its
most precious living resource, biological diversity, is one of the most important and critical
challenges facing humankind today.

Biological diversity is the resource upon which families, communities, nations and future
generations depend. It is the link between organisms, binding each into an interdependent
community or ecosystem in which all living creatures have their place and role. It is the
very web of life.

Despite its importance, our heedless actions are eroding this resource at a perilous rate.
The world is impoverished, even threatened, by this loss. Every gene, species and
ecosystem lost erodes the planet’s ability to cope with change. For the poorest in the world
this flexibility is a matter of life and death. For all of humankind it diminishes the quality
of life.

A major cause of this erosion is that individuals, communities and nations take the resource
for granted. There‘is an assumption, based on thousands of years of development, that
living resources and biological diversity are limitless. Despite isolated instances of where
communities, even civilizations, have ignored this responsibility and suffered dramatically
as a result, for most of us the idea that we might be reaching the limits of its endurance is
beyond our experience and comprehension. An important step to address our overuse of
the biosphere lies in educating people. An education that empowers and enables people to
seek collective ways to overcome current destructive trends is critical component of any
successful strategy for achieving a sustainable future.

The Convention represents an important part of the effort to address this issue. Yet few
people understand what is the term "biodiversity" actually means, let alone the goals and
processes of the Convention. This is part due to the fact that we have not used language
that is relevant or intelligible to the public: we have not explained ourselves clearly
enough. Given the important role that the public has in achieving the aims of the
Convention this is a significant barrier to its implementation. | am confident this Guide
will make an important contribution addressing this barrier by explaining the somewhat
arcane practices and terminology of this important endeavor in a simple and clear way.

On a more personal note, as people and the public have been at the centre of my efforts
to build a better future | am especially pleased to have the chance to support this Guide.

# Do

Hamdallah Zedan
Executive Secretary
CBD



Biological diversity — or biodiversity — is the term given to
the variety of life on Earth and the natural patterns it forms.
The biodiversity we see today is the fruit of billions of years
of evolution, shaped by natural processes and, increasingly,
by the influence of humans. It forms the web of life of
which we are an integral part and upon which we so fully
depend.

This diversity is often understood in terms of the wide
variety of plants, animals and microorganisms. So far, about
1.75 million species have been identified, mostly small
creatures such as insects. Scientists reckon that there are
actually about 13 million species, though estimates range
from 3 to 100 million.

Biodiversity also includes genetic differences within each
species — for example, between varieties of crops and breeds
of livestock. Chromosomes, genes, and DNA — the building
blocks of life — determine the uniqueness of each individual
and each species.

Yet another aspect of biodiversity is the variety of
ecosystems such as those that occur in deserts, forests,
wetlands, mountains, lakes, rivers, and agricultural
landscapes. In each ecosystem, living creatures, including
humans, form a community, interacting with one another
and with the air, water, and soil around them.
It is the combination of life forms
of the environment that
has made Earth a
NP Biodiversity provides
a large number of

and their interactions with
% each other and with the rest
g uniquely habitable
place for humans.
goods and services
that sustain our lives.

At the 1992 Earth Summit
in Rio de Janeiro,

world leaders agreed

on a comprehensive
strategy for "sustainable
development" — meeting
our needs while ensuring
that we leave a healthy and
viable world for future
generations. One of the key
agreements adopted at Rio
was the Convention on
Biological Diversity. This
pact among the vast
majority of the world’s
governments sets out
commitments for
maintaining the world’s
ecological underpinnings as
we go about the business of
economic development.
The Convention establishes
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.

This booklet looks at the
importance of biological
diversity for the health of
people and the planet. It
explains the role of the
Convention in protecting
this biodiversity and
ensuring that it is used for
the benefit of all.

The rich tapestry of life on
our planet is the outcome of
over 3.5 billion years of
evolutionary history. It has
been shaped by forces such
as changes in the planet’s
crust, ice ages, fire, and
interaction among species.

Now, it is increasingly being
altered by humans. From the
dawn of agriculture, some
10,000 years ago, through
the Industrial Revolution of
the past three centuries, we
have reshaped our
landscapes on an ever-larger
and lasting scale. We have
moved from hacking down
trees with stone tools to
literally moving mountains
to mine the Earth’s
resources. Old ways of
harvesting are being
replaced by more intensive
technologies, often without
controls to prevent over-
harvesting. For example,
fisheries that have fed
communities for centuries
have been depleted in a few
years by huge, sonar-guided
ships using nets big enough
to swallow a dozen jumbo
jets at a time. By consuming
ever more of nature’s
resources, we have gained
more abundant food and
better shelter, sanitation,
and health care, but these
gains are often accompanied
by increasing environmental
degradation that may be
followed by declines in local
economies and the societies
they supported.

In 1999, the world’s
population hit 6 billion.
United Nations experts

predict the world will have
to find resources for a
population of 9 billion
people in 50 years. Yet our demands on the world’s natural
resources are growing even faster than our numbers: since
1950, the population has more than doubled, but the global
economy has quintupled. And the benefits are not equally
spread: most of the economic growth has occurred in a
relatively few industrialized countries.

At the same time, our settlement patterns are changing our
relationship with the environment. Nearly half the world’s
people live in towns and cities. For many people, nature
seems remote from their everyday lives. More and more
people associate food with stores, rather than with their
natural source.

The value of
biodiversity

Protecting biodiversity is in
our self-interest. Biological
resources are the pillars upon
which we build civilizations.
Nature’s products support
such diverse industries as
agriculture, cosmetics,
pharmaceuticals, pulp and
paper, horticulture,
construction and waste
treatment. The loss of
biodiversity threatens our
food supplies, opportunities
for recreation and tourism,
and sources of wood,
medicines and energy. It
also interferes with essential
ecological functions.

Our need for pieces of
nature we once ignored is
often important and
unpredictable. Time after
time we have rushed back
to nature’s cupboard for
cures to illnesses or for
infusions of tough genes
from wild plants to save our
crops from pest outbreaks.
What'’s more, the vast
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array of interactions among the various components of biodiversity makes the planet
habitable for all species, including humans. Our personal health, and the health of our
economy and human society, depends on the continuous supply of various ecological
services that would be extremely costly or impossible to replace. These natural services are
so varied as to be almost infinite. For example, it would be impractical to replace, to any
large extent, services such as pest control performed by various creatures feeding on one
another, or pollination performed by insects and birds going about their everyday business.

"Goods and Services" provided by ecosystems include:

= Provision of food, fuel and fibre

= Provision of shelter and building materials

= Purification of air and water

= Detoxification and decomposition of wastes

= Stabilization and moderation of the Earth's climate

= Moderation of floods, droughts, temperature extremes and the forces of wind

= Generation and renewal of soil fertility, including nutrient cycling

= Pollination of plants, including many crops

= Control of pests and diseases

= Maintenance of genetic resources as key inputs to crop varieties and
livestock breeds, medicines, and other products

= Cultural and aesthetic benefits

= Ability to adapt to change

Biodiversity
under threat
When most people think of

the dangers besetting the
natural world, they think of

the threat to other creatures.

Declines in the numbers of
such charismatic animals as
pandas, tigers, elephants,
whales, and various species
of birds, have drawn world
attention to the problem of
species at risk. Species have
been disappearing at 50-100
times the natural rate, and
this is predicted to rise
dramatically. Based on
current trends, an estimated
34,000 plant and 5,200
animal species — including
one in eight of the world’s
bird species — face
extinction.

For thousands of years we
have been developing a vast
array of domesticated plants
and animals important for
food. But this treasure
house is shrinking as
modern commercial
agriculture focuses on
relatively few crop varieties.
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And, about 30% of breeds of
the main farm animal
species are currently at high
risk of extinction.

While the loss of individual
species catches our
attention, it is the
fragmentation, degradation,
and outright loss of forests,
wetlands, coral reefs, and
other ecosystems that poses
the gravest threat to
biological diversity. Forests
are home to much of the
known terrestrial
biodiversity, but about 45
per cent of the Earth’s
original forests are gone,
cleared mostly during the
past century. Despite some
regrowth, the world’s total
forests are still shrinking
rapidly, particularly in the
tropics. Up to 10 per cent of
coral reefs —among the
richest ecosystems — have
been destroyed, and one
third of the remainder face
collapse over the next 10 to
20 years. Coastal mangroves,

a vital nursery habitat for
countless species, are also
vulnerable, with half
already gone.

Global atmospheric
changes, such as ozone
depletion and climate
change, only add to the
stress. A thinner ozone layer
lets more ultraviolet-B
radiation reach the Earth’s
surface where it damages
living tissue. Global
warming is already changing
habitats and the distribution
of species. Scientists warn
that even a one-degree
increase in the average
global temperature, if it
comes rapidly, will push
many species over the brink.
Our food production systems
could also be seriously
disrupted.

The loss of biodiversity
often reduces the
productivity of ecosystems,
thereby shrinking nature’s
basket of goods and services,
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The Biosafety Protocol

Since the domestication of the first crops and farm
animals, we have altered their genetic makeup through
selective breeding and cross-fertilization. The results
have been greater agricultural productivity and improved
human nutrition.

In recent years, advances in biotechnology techniques have
enabled us to cross the species barrier by transferring genes
from one species to another. We now have transgenic
plants, such as tomatoes and strawberries that have been
modified using a gene from a cold water fish to protect the
plants from frost. Some varieties of potato and corn have
received genes from a bacterium that enables them to
produce their own insecticide, thus reducing the need to
spray chemical insecticides. Other plants have been
modified to tolerate herbicides sprayed to kill weeds. Living
Modified Organisms (LMOs) — often known as genetically
modified organisms (GMOs) — are becoming part of an
increasing number of products, including foods and food
additives, beverages, drugs, adhesives, and fuels.
Agricultural and pharmaceutical LMOs have rapidly
become a multi-billion-dollar global industry.

Biotechnology is being promoted as a better way to grow
crops and produce medicines, but it has raised concerns
about potential side effects on human health and the
environment, including risks to biological diversity. In some
countries, genetically altered agricultural products have
been sold without much debate, while in others, there have
been vocal protests against their use, particularly when they
are sold without being identified as genetically modified.

In response to these concerns, governments negotiated a
subsidiary agreement to the Convention to address the
potential risks posed by cross-border trade and accidental
releases of LMOs. Adopted in January 2000, the Cartagena
Protocol on Biosafety allows governments to signal whether or

not they are willing to accept
imports of agricultural
commodities that include
LMOs by communicating
their decision to the world
community via a Biosafety
Clearing House, a mechanism
set up to facilitate the
exchange of information on
and experience with LMOs.
In addition, commodities that
may contain LMOs are to be
clearly labeled as such when
being exported.

Stricter Advanced Informed
Agreement procedures will
apply to seeds, live fish, and
other LMOs that are to be
intentionally introduced
into the environment. In
these cases, the exporter
must provide detailed
information to each
importing country in
advance of the first
shipment, and the importer
must then authorize the
shipment. The aim is to
ensure that recipient
countries have both the
opportunity and the
capacity to assess risks
involving the products of
modern biotechnology.
The Protocol will enter into
force after it has been
ratified by 50 governments.

Economic development is
essential to meeting human
needs and to eliminating the
poverty that affects so many
people around the world.
The sustainable use of
nature is essential for the
long-term success of
development strategies. A
major challenge for the 21st
century will be making the
conservation and
sustainable use of
biodiversity a compelling
basis for development
policies, business decisions,
and consumer desires.

Promoting
the long term

The Convention has already
accomplished a great deal
on the road to sustainable
development by
transforming the
international community’s
approach to biodiversity.
This progress has been
driven by the Convention’s
inherent strengths of near
universal membership, a
comprehensive and science-
driven mandate,
international financial
support for national
projects, world-class
scientific and technological
advice, and the political
involvement of
governments. It has brought
together, for the first time,
people with very different
interests. It offers hope for
the future by forging a new
deal between governments,
economic interests,
environmentalists,
indigenous peoples and local

communities, and
the concerned
citizen.

However, many
challenges still lie
ahead. After a
surge of interest in the wake of the Rio Summit, many
observers are disappointed by the slow progress towards
sustainable development during the 1990s. Attention to
environmental problems was distracted by a series of
economic crises, budget deficits, and local and regional
conflicts. Despite the promise of Rio, economic growth
without adequate environmental safeguards is still the rule
rather than the exception.

Some of the major challenges to implementing

the Convention on Biological Diversity and

promoting sustainable development are:

= Meeting the increasing demand for biological resources
caused by population growth and increased

consumption, while considering the long-term
consequences of our actions.

= Increasing our capacity to document and understand
biodiversity, its value, and threats to it.

= Building adequate expertise and experience in
biodiversity planning.

= Improving policies, legislation, guidelines, and fiscal
measures for regulating the use of biodiversity.

= Adopting incentives to promote more sustainable
forms of biodiversity use.

= Promoting trade rules and practices that foster
sustainable use of biodiversity.

= Strengthening coordination within governments,
and between governments and stakeholders.

= Securing adequate financial resources for conservation
and sustainable use, from both national and
international sources.

= Making better use of technology.

= Building political support for the changes necessary

to ensure biodiversity conservation and sustainable use.

= Improving education and public awareness about
the value of biodiversity.
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The Convention on Biological Diversity and its underlying
concepts can be difficult to communicate to politicians and
to the general public. Nearly a decade after the Convention
first acknowledged the lack of information and knowledge
regarding biological diversity, it remains an issue that few
people understand. There is little public discussion of how
to make sustainable use of biodiversity part of economic
development.

The greatest crunch in sustainable development decisions is
the short — versus the long-term time frame. Sadly, it often
still pays to exploit the environment now by harvesting as
much as possible as fast as possible because economic rules
do little to protect long-term interests.

Truly sustainable development requires countries to redefine
their policies on land use, food, water, energy, employment,
development, conservation, economics, and trade.
Biodiversity protection and sustainable use requires the
participation of ministries responsible for such areas as
agriculture, forestry, fisheries, energy, tourism, trade and
finance.

The challenge facing governments, businesses, and citizens
is to forge transition strategies leading to long-term
sustainable development. It means negotiating trade-offs
even as people are clamoring for more land and businesses
are pressing for concessions to expand their harvests. The
longer we wait, the fewer options we will have.

Information, education, and training

The transition to sustainable development requires a shift in
public attitudes as to what is an acceptable use of nature.
This can only happen if people have the right information,
skills, and organizations for understanding and dealing with
biodiversity issues. Governments and the business
community need to invest in staff and training, and they
need to support organizations, including scientific bodies,
that can deal with and advise on biodiversity issues.

We also need a long-term process of public education to
bring about changes in behaviour and lifestyles, and to
prepare societies for the changes needed for sustainability.
Better biodiversity education would meet one of the goals
set out in the Convention.

What can | do about
biodiversity?

While governments should
play a leadership role, other
sectors of society need to be
actively involved. After all,
it is the choices and actions
of billions of individuals
that will determine whether
or not biodiversity is
conserved and used
sustainably.

In an era when economics is
a dominant force in world
affairs, it is more important
than ever to have business
willingly involved in
environmental protection
and the sustainable use of
nature. Some companies
have revenues far greater
than those of entire
countries, and their
influence is immense.
Fortunately, a growing
number of companies have
decided to apply the
principles of sustainable
development to their
operations. For example,

a number of forestry
companies — often

under intense pressure
from environmental
boycotts — have moved
from clear-cutting to less
destructive forms of timber
harvesting. More and more
companies have also found
ways to make a profit while
reducing their
environmental impacts.
They view sustainable
development as ensuring

Y

long-term profitability and
increased goodwill from
their business partners,
employees, and consumers.

Local communities play a
key role since they are the
true "managers" of the
ecosystems in which they
live and, thus, have a major
impact on them. Many
projects have been
successfully developed in
recent years involving the
participation of local
communities in the
sustainable management of
biodiversity, often with the
valuable assistance of NGOs
and intergovernmental
organizations.

Finally, the ultimate
decision-maker for
biodiversity is the individual
citizen. The small choices
that individuals make add
up to a large impact because
it is personal consumption
that drives development,
which in turn uses and
pollutes nature. By carefully
choosing the products they
buy and the government
policies that they support,
the general public can begin
to steer the world towards
sustainable development.
Governments, companies,
and others have a
responsibility to lead and
inform the public, but
finally it is individual
choices, made billions of
times a day, that count

the most.
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Conclusion

Although still in its infancy, the Convention on Biological
Diversity is already making itself felt. The philosophy of
sustainable development, the ecosystem approach, and the
emphasis on building partnerships are all helping to shape
global action on biodiversity. The data and reports that
governments are gathering and sharing with each other are
providing a sound basis for understanding the challenges
and collaborating on the solutions.

Much, much more needs to be done. The passage of the
Earth’s biodiversity through the coming century will be its
most severe test. With human population expected to rise
dramatically, particularly in developing countries, and the
consumer revolution set for exponential expansion — not to
mention the worsening stresses of climate change, ozone
depletion, and hazardous chemicals — species and
ecosystems will face ever more serious threats. Unless we
take action now, children born today will live in an
impoverished world.

The Convention offers a comprehensive, global strategy for
preventing such a tragedy. A richer future is possible. If

governments and all sectors of society apply the concepts
embodied in the Convention and make the conservation
and sustainable use of biological diversity a real priority,
we can ensure a new and sustainable relationship
between humanity and the natural world for the
generations to come.




