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A UN report has advocated massive changes in the way the global economy is run so that it factors in the value of the natural world in its transactions if further loss to the biological diversity is to be prevented. 

The report, to be released later this year but whose contents were published by The Guardian on the eve of international day of biodiversity observed on May 22 says, if the goods and services provided by the natural world are not valued and factored into the global economic system, the environment will become more fragile and less resilient to shocks, risking human lives, livelihoods and the global economy itself. Its author is of the view that economic case for global action to stop the destruction of the natural world is even more powerful than the argument for tackling climate change. 

In Pakistan, the biodiversity day was observed in an elaborate and impressive manner by members of several civil society organisations. Pakistan Museum of Natural History, a subsidiary of Pakistan Science Foundation, arranged a week-long programme from May 17 to 24. The events included a seminar by Sindh Graduates Association in Islamabad, a three-day art workshop, a colourful presentation of birds and animals in their natural habitats outside the Lahore Press Club, a function at Fatima Jinnah Women University, Rawalpindi and a speech contest participated by students from ten schools in Islamabad. 

Given that not many citizens are familiar with the problem of loss of biodiversity and global warming, these events show a serious effort on the part of organisers to spread awareness about this problem among different sections of society. Biodiversity is the variety of life on earth at all levels, from genes to species to ecosystems. However, most of the time, biodiversity is spoken about in terms of species. The situation in Pakistan is alarming and threatens to become worse. Pakistan has some of the world’s rarest animals and plants but these are now in danger of extinction due to overuse and loss of natural habitat. 

The problem is that rise in poverty and rise in lust for profits puts tremendous pressures on the country’s natural resource base. Then, flawed economic policies have widened inequalities and many people feel compelled to exploit biodiversity at rates that are no longer sustainable. It is believed that every day at least 80,000 acres of forest vanish from the earth. In Pakistan, the deforestation rate stands at over two per cent annually and ranks the second highest globally. Pakistan has, however, pledged to conserve biodiversity in the areas under its jurisdiction by signing and ratifying the Convention on Biodiversity 1994 and adopting a Biodiversity Action Plan, 2000. 

Coming back to the UN report, which is deemed as important as the Stern report on climate change of 2006, the fact remains that the value of saving “natural goods and services” such as pollination, medicines, fertile soils, clean air and water, will be even higher between 10 and 100 times the cost of saving the habitats and species that provide them. The report has been written by the economist Pavan Sukhdev, who is a former senior banker with Deutsche Bank and a special adviser to the UN environment programme. The final report makes a series of recommendations for how to turn economic values for different parts of nature, such as particular forests, wetlands, ocean habitats (one example given is paying farmers to tolerate geese wintering in Scotland), into ways to protect them.

One of the most immediate changes could be reform of direct and indirect subsidies, such as tax exemptions, which encourage over-production even when there is clear destruction of the long-term ability of the environment to provide what is needed. These include about $300 billion of subsidies to agriculture and fishing; subsidies of $500 billion for energy, $238 --$306 billion for transport and $67 billion for water companies. 

It advocates stricter limits on extraction and pollution; higher penalties for breaking the limits; public funds for restoring damaged ecosystems; and paying communities for the use of goods and services from nature. Sukhdev also wants companies and countries to adopt new accounting systems alongside their usual financial reports, showing combined impact on environmental or natural capital, and also social capital. Such changes will mean a revolution in the way human beings do business, consume and think about their lives. He describes the damage being inflicted on the natural world as “a landscape of market failures”. 

Meanwhile, a UN report called Global Biodiversity Outlook-3 issued on May 10 said that the world has failed to meet a 2010 target to halt biodiversity loss. In a move endorsed by the UN General Assembly, more than 190 countries had committed in 2002 to achieve a significant reduction in the rate of biodiversity loss by 2010. 

It says natural habitats in most parts of the world are shrinking and nearly a quarter of plant species are estimated to be threatened with extinction. Farmland bird populations in Europe have declined by on average 50 per cent since 1980. The natural world provided services, such as fresh water, crop pollination and protection against natural disasters, worth trillions of dollars a year, but many economies failed to take this into account. 

The International Union for the Conservation of Nature believes one in five mammals, one in three amphibians and one in seven birds are extinct or globally threatened, and other species groups still being assessed show similar patterns. 

Impact of climate change is evident in Pakistan. Agriculture sector is experiencing low productivity. Studies show that wheat and rice production would decline due to the climate change. Sea level is rising. Oxfam in 2009 conducted a study which showed that almost 50-kilometre area of Badin was affected due to sea intrusion. The current policy framework to address climate change has failed to comprehensively tackle the issue. However, the government is currently working on a series of policy responses to climate change. It has established a national task force which had been delegated the role of developing a national climate change policy. 

