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What is ‘biodiversity’? Why does it matter?
Biodiversity is short for biological diversity. A distinction needs to be made
between biological resources and biological diversity. A biological resource is a
given example of a gene, species or ecosystem. Biological diversity refers
to the variability of biological resources, from genes to ecosystems. A given
ecological system, say an agricultural system, might have substantial biological resources, but their diversity may be low. Both definitions of biodiversity are used in the popular literature. Scientific concern, however,
tends to be about diversity.
In 1992, most of the countries of the world agreed to the Convention on
Biological Diversity aimed at ensuring global, consistent measures to
conserve biodiversity. The Convention on Biological Diversity defines
biodiversity as:
the variability among living organisms from all sources including, inter alia, terrestrial, marine and other aquatic ecosystems and the ecological complexes of
which they are part (Convention on Biological Diversity, Article 2).

The existence of the Convention is an indication that the world considers
biodiversity important and that action is needed to conserve it. How
important the Convention is in terms of reducing diversity loss is a separate issue, and one we return to.
Two ecological linkages between diversity and human wellbeing are at
stake.
First, species diversity within an ecosystem affects the functions, or
services, of those ecosystems. The exact relationships are complex—it may
be interactions between species, or the precise species that are present,
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that matter more than the number of species. But the linkages are there.
In turn, ecosystems matter for human life, whether they are forests, coral
reefs, wetlands and mangroves, peatlands, etc. Services range from the
provision of foods and medicines to watershed regulation, storage of carbon, cycling of nutrients and scientific information.
Second, diversity is thought by many ecologists to be linked to ecosystem resilience: the ability of an ecosystem to withstand shocks and stresses
such as climate change, pest invasions and so on. This linkage is like insurance. The wider the portfolio of biological assets, the less likely any shock
or stress is going to eliminate all assets. Some will be more susceptible
than others. Mono-cultural systems, of the kind that the ‘green revolution’
introduced to agriculture, for example, are more at risk than multi-cultural
systems. The frequent episodes of hunger and starvation in very poor
communities are often a result of monocultural agricultural systems that
lack resilience. In these cases, monoculture is rarely a matter of choice and
more a matter of what can and cannot be grown on poor quality soils.
In summary, biodiversity supports and helps provide ecosystem services
on which we all rely, perhaps unknowingly, and biodiversity operates like
an insurance policy against the stresses and strains that all natural systems
are prone to.

What is happening to global biodiversity?
The short answer to this question is that biodiversity is declining. Some of
this decline is deliberate, as humans convert land from diverse to less
diverse ecosystems. The conversion of forests is the prime example. In
many ways, the history of humankind is one of appropriating more and
diverse ‘natural’ systems for its own use. The growth of cropland and
rangeland, for example, is virtually equal to the loss of forestland. Some of
the loss of diversity is inadvertent—new species are introduced to ecosystems without any understanding of the impacts on other species: the phenomenon of ‘biological invasion’. But whether biodiversity loss is
deliberate or inadvertent, one thing is clear: the process has costs to human
wellbeing, costs that only now are beginning to be understood.
There are several ways of looking at biodiversity loss. The average
‘age’—i.e. the time a species has been on Earth—of extant species is
around 5 million years. If there are 13.6 million species, then 13.6/5 = 2.75
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