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Biodiversity is the diversity of living things. This diversity has several layers. The
first layer to which we generally refer when speaking of biodiversity is the diversity
of species: the different animal and plant species, but also fungi, lichens and
microorganisms. The second layer to be considered is genetic diversity within
these species, in other words, differences between individuals of the same
species due to individual genetic characteristics. The final layer of biodiversity is
the diversity of ecosystems, i.e. the different systems formed by an environment
(biotope) and the species (biocenosis) that live, feed and reproduce in it.
Grasslands, deserts, oceans, rivers and forests are all examples of ecosystems.
Biodiversity therefore represents the diversity of species, diversity within these
species and the diversity of ecosystems. The term biodiversity also covers the
many interrelationships between these species, individuals and ecosystems.

Biodiversity is essential for humans because of the many free services it provides:

• Supply: the food, materials (wood, biofuels, fibres, etc.), medicines and
water that nature provides us with

• Regulation: pollination, climate regulation and extreme weather events, air
quality, pests and the water cycle are all affected by the variety of species
and ecosystems on Earth

• Immaterial: physical and psychological experiences, inspiration and
learning from nature

These different services are vital to society and form the basis of our economic
system. According to the World Economic Forum, more than half the world’s GDP
depends on the proper functioning of nature and is therefore directly threatened
by a loss of biodiversity and the degradation of ecosystems.

Today, biodiversity and the services it provides are under threat. Species are
disappearing at tens or even hundreds of times the natural rate of extinction and
one million species are now at risk.1 With 68%2 of vertebrates lost in 35 years,
some are now talking of a sixth mass extinction, the first since the disappearance
of the dinosaurs. This loss of biodiversity is observed across all types of life
(amphibians, fish, mammals, plants, insects, etc.) and all continents.3
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According to the Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and
Ecosystem Services (IPBES), the loss of biodiversity is mainly due to five factors
fuelled by human activity: changes in land use (artificialisation, habitat
degradation, soil simplification, deforestation, etc.), overexploitation of resources
(including overfishing, poaching or even overexploitation of water resources),
climate change, air, water, soil, noise and light pollution, and invasive alien
species (non-native species that disturb the balance of an environment and its
native species).

As early as 2010, the parties to the UN Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD)
defined the Aichi targets, global targets for the conservation of biodiversity. The
first of these aimed to raise awareness of the value of biodiversity and the
measures that can be taken to preserve it and use it sustainably. Although not
achieved by 2020, this goal has been included in the new CBD agenda as the
target to fully integrate “biodiversity values into (…) accounts and assessments of
environmental impacts at all levels of government and across all sectors of the
economy (…)”4. In addition to the importance of integrating biodiversity into
financial and other activities, the financial sector’s role is also highlighted by
reports such as the much publicised Bankrolling Extinction report5, which help
focus stakeholders’ attention on the role of financial institutions in biodiversity
loss. The report states that in 2019, the world’s 50 largest banks invested more
than $2.6 trillion in sectors now considered to be the primary drivers of
biodiversity destruction.

5
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• Since 1970, populations of mammals, birds, amphibians, reptiles and fish
have declined by 68% worldwide

• 75% of terrestrial ecosystems have been altered by humans

• 34% of fish stocks are overexploited

• In 2010, the European Environment Agency (EEA) estimated the
economic loss from the degradation of ecosystem services at $2.6 trillion.

• Agricultural productivity has fallen by 23% worldwide

• Globally, 100 to 300 million people living in flood-prone areas have seen
the risk of hurricane damage and flooding increase due to the loss of
protective environments such as coral reefs, mangroves or wetlands

SOURCES : Global Assessment Report on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services, IPBES, 2019;
Living Planet Index, WWF, 2020

KEY FIGURES ON BIODIVERSITY LOSS

https://www.cbd.int/doc/c/914a/eca3/24ad42235033f031badf61b1/wg2020-03-03-en.pdf
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The financial sector has therefore been identified as a key player in the
conservation of biodiversity. On the one hand, the sector depends on
biodiversity, which provides many services to the activities and businesses it
finances. At the same time, by adding biodiversity criteria to investment
assessments and choices, and by financing biodiversity conservation and
restoration measures, financial actors play a major role in mobilising the private
sector.

Given the growing awareness of the issue in society, what challenges face the
financial sector and what solutions are available to it? This document sets out
the specific risks facing the financial sector due to the economy’s dependence
on biodiversity and a general growth in awareness of the issue. To mitigate
these risks, certain lines of action have been identified: integrating biodiversity
into the environmental analysis of portfolios and participating in the financing of
nature conservation.

6
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Economic activities both depend on biodiversity and play a role in its loss. This
interrelationship therefore represents a double risk for the institutions that
finance them.

BIODIVERSITY: RISKS FOR ECONOMIC ACTORS 
ALREADY CLEAR
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DIRECT RISKS TO BUSINESSES AND THE ECONOMY FROM BIODIVERSITY LOSS

Business dependence and operational, legal and financial risks

Nature properly functioning and the diversity of living organisms are the source of
many services. Biodiversity supplies our societies (with food, materials, water,
genetic resources), allows our business activities to function properly (pollination
for agriculture and food, water quality for industry, air quality for outdoor activities,
etc.), protects us (air and water filtration, climate regulation, disease control,
protection against extreme weather events, regulation of harmful species such as
mosquitoes and other pests, etc.) and is ultimately essential to our quality of life.
Worldwide, the risks to the financial sector associated with pollination-dependent
products amount to €28 billion6.

Companies of all sizes and across all sectors have built business models that
take these free services for granted. Such companies are therefore highly
dependent on the biodiversity that provides these services. The graph below
shows the percentage of value added by different sectors and their value chains
that is weakly, moderately or highly dependent on biodiversity. Sectors linked to
the supply of raw materials from living organisms depend the most on biodiversity,
but service sectors such as logistics or tourism are also highly dependent.

*Adapted from Nature Risk Rising: Why the Crisis Engulfing Nature Matters for Business and the Economy, WEF, 2020
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Biodiversity loss results in a decline in these services provided by nature. In 2019,
the IPBES found that 14 of the 18 categories of ecosystem services are in
decline, placing many human activities at risk. The decline of certain services
entails significant operational risks for businesses: shortages (e.g. due to the
disappearance of species or resources), price increases for certain goods or
services (e.g. due to an ecosystem service being replaced by a man-made
operation), process disruptions (e.g. where a water quality or external
temperature regulation service is lost).

SOURCES : https://www.cirad.fr/espace-presse/communiques-de-presse/2020/repondre-danger-
fusariose-banane, https://uicn.fr/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/Brochure_Panorama_des_services-vol1.pdf

OPERATIONAL RISKS LINKED TO BIODIVERSITY LOSS

Panama disease and Cavendish bananas

Half of the world’s bananas are Cavendish bananas (FAO, 2020). Cavendish
bananas are produced on cloned plants with no genetic variation (Ordonez et
al., 2015). Panama disease develops rapidly in these plants, since the lack of
genetic diversity prevents them from developing resistance to the disease.
This loss of crop diversity now threatens half the economy linked to the
banana trade and its by-products.

Lowering of Rhine and BASF

In 2018, German chemical company BASF suffered a loss of €250 million due
to the lowering of the Rhine. The river could no longer be used to transport
goods or supply the group’s factories with cooling water.

Destruction of Mississippi wetlands

The destruction of much of the Mississippi river basin’s wetlands through
watercourse diversions and drainage has resulted in a loss of their ability to
absorb the large volumes of water linked to flooding. Damage from the 1993
floods is estimated in the billions of dollars. Learning from these disasters, a
watershed protection association for the Charles River in Canada acquired
3400 hectares of wetlands for $10 million in order to maintain a natural buffer
zone and control flooding. The alternative – building dams and dikes – would
have cost $100 million.

Financial institutions still significantly underestimate these risks due to a failure to
integrate biodiversity into financial assessments and strategic risk analyses, even
though biodiversity loss may have a considerable impact on the sector.

https://www.cirad.fr/espace-presse/communiques-de-presse/2020/repondre-danger-fusariose-banane
https://uicn.fr/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/Brochure_Panorama_des_services-vol1.pdf
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In addition to the risks associated with the economy’s dependence on nature,
economic activity may in turn entail risks for biodiversity.

The five main drivers of biodiversity loss identified by IPBES are all man-
made and all companies contribute to these pressures to a greater or lesser
extent.

The main driver of biodiversity loss is land use change. Infrastructure
development, urbanisation and land artificialisation (including deforestation and
agricultural use) lead to the destruction, fragmentation and simplification of natural
habitats. In total, 75% of the earth’s surface has been altered significantly. For
example, land degradation has led to reduced agricultural productivity on 23% of
land worldwide7.

The second driver of biodiversity loss is the direct exploitation of resources.
This includes the overexploitation of living resources (such as overfishing) and
water resources. Consumption of these resources at a rate higher than their rate
of renewal may lead to their depletion or disappearance, which may in turn disrupt
the food chains or ecosystems in which they are embedded. According to the
FAO, 34.2% of the world’s wild fish stocks are now overexploited8.

Climate change is the third most important driver of biodiversity loss.
Climate change due to the greenhouse gas emissions from multiple human
activities represents a threat to biodiversity. Living organisms are unable to adapt
quickly enough to these changes and the extreme climate events that result from
them. CO2 is also responsible for the acidification of the oceans, a major
contributor to the disappearance of corals, which in turn affects many aquatic
species.

The fourth factor in biodiversity loss is pollution of the air, water and soil, as
well as light and noise pollution. Although not all economic activities generate
chemical pollution, many result in fine particle pollution, light pollution or noise
pollution. For example, the light emitted in France by public lighting alone has
increased by 94% over the last 20 years. Marine pollution by plastics has
increased tenfold since 1980, affecting at least 267 species, including 86% of
marine turtles, 44% of marine birds and 43% of marine mammals9. Lastly, textile
industry processing (bleaching, dyeing, printing, etc.) is responsible for 20% of the
world’s freshwater pollution10.

Invasive alien species are the final loss factor highlighted by the IPBES. These
species (such as Japanese knotweed in Europe, the black rat in island
environments or hiptage in Réunion) are transferred by human activity (transport,
construction, etc.) and threaten the environments in which they settle by
monopolising resources to the detriment of local species and their food chain.
According to the IPBES (2020), nearly a fifth of Earth’s surface is threatened by
invasive plants and animals that harm endemic species, ecosystem functions and
nature’s contributions to communities, directly impacting the economy and human
health.

Business impact on biodiversity and associated risks
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Through their involvement in such pressures, companies expose themselves to
concrete legal, financial or reputational risks. For example, the French decree of
June 2021, on the quantitative management of water resources11, provides a
framework for the volumes of water that can be taken from natural environments
in France while respecting the balance of ecosystems. At European level, the
“Habitats” and “Birds” directives provide a framework for the protection of certain
ecosystems and birds, exposing companies to concrete regulatory risks where
they are disturbed.

https://www.legifrance.gouv.fr/jorf/i
d/JORFTEXT000043694462

11

SOURCES : https://www.lesechos.fr/pme-regions/auvergne-rhone-alpes/le-club-med-de-
samoens-perd-son-proces-en-appel-1135008, 
https://www.doctrine.fr/d/TGI/Marseille/2018/U261C1668134AB3C255DA

CONDAMNATIONS

Club Med fined €200,000 in 2017

In 2017, Club Med was fined €200,000 for harmful discharges into
groundwater, clearing land without permission and undermining the
conservation of natural habitats or protected species at a construction site for
a new holiday village in Samoëns.

Cruise line fined €100,000 for air pollution in 2018

A ship’s captain and his company were prosecuted for using non-compliant
fuel. This was the first prosecution in France in connection with the
environmental impact of air pollution caused by the use of modified ship fuel
with an unauthorised sulphur content.

Volkswagen and BMW fined €502 million and €373 million in 2021

Volkswagen and BMW were convicted of “anti-competitive practices”,
unrelated to the more well-known Dieselgate. The two German car
manufacturers colluded between 2009 and 2014 to avoid using selective
catalytic reduction (SCR) technology to its full NOx-reduction potential,
instead opting not to go beyond the legally prescribed level of purification. As
a result, Volkswagen was fined €502 million and BMW €373 million.

When assessing a company, financial players must take into account its role in
the pressures exerted on nature. In doing so, they will help companies avoid
legal, financial or reputational damage that could impact solvency or results.
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EU Biodiversity Strategy for 2030
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/str
ategy/biodiversity-strategy-2030_en

https://www.ecologie.gouv.fr/strategi
e-nationale-biodiversite

First Draft of the Post-2020 Global
Biodiversity Framework, CDB, 2021
https://www.cbd.int/doc/c/914a/eca
3/24ad42235033f031badf61b1/wg202
0-03-03-en.pdf

https://www.legifrance.gouv.fr/jorf/i
d/JORFTEXT000043541738

Biodiversity Barometer, UEBT, 2020

IFOP/ENGIE survey, May 2021

https://encore.naturalcapital.finance/
en/
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THE GROWING MOBILISATION OF SOCIETY ON THE SUBJECT ALSO BRINGS MORE 
INDIRECT RISKS FOR COMPANIES AND TRANSITION RISKS FOR FINANCIAL PLAYERS

Like climate change a few years ago, biodiversity loss has gone from being a
niche subject reserved for a handful of experts to a general public issue that has
mobilised players in the political, scientific, individual and economic spheres.
Biodiversity issues are increasingly a feature of international, national and local
agendas and major media outlets regularly publish findings and other information
on the subject. The EU’s Biodiversity Strategy for 203012, the update of the
French National Biodiversity Strategy13 and the new global objectives for the
preservation of biodiversity established at the CBD’s COP 1514 are all evidence of
the growing political awareness about the need to preserve biodiversity, and of
the emergence of global and local biodiversity objectives. Such objectives
encourage society as a whole to take the issue on board, and particularly
businesses, which have been identified as key players in the changes to be
made.

As a result of this political mobilisation, regulations are being strengthened. While
initial regulations already existed, these new regulations are encouraging
companies and financial players to take note of their own role in biodiversity
pressures. For example, the decree implementing Article 29 of the French
Energy-Climate Law requires financial players to measure the biodiversity
footprint of their investments and assess the associated risks15.

Awareness of biodiversity issues is also increasing among the public. For
example, 96% of French consumers had heard of biodiversity in 2020 (compared
with 67% in 2010), while 79% of French consumers prefer products that respect
biodiversity and think such products have a positive impact on society16. At the
same time, eight out of ten French consumers say they are concerned about the
protection of biodiversity17.

Faced with this growing collective awareness, companies must strive to
understand their biodiversity impact, implement solutions to manage and reduce
this impact and make coherent commitments. Companies that fail to do so risk
being caught off guard by these new requirements, which may have direct
operational or financial consequences. Today financial players must acquire the
tools allowing them not only to identify companies committed to biodiversity
issues, but also to support all activities that take these issues into account and
reduce the pressures on biodiversity. Such tools include the ENCORE database
(which describes how certain sectors depend on and impact nature) developed by
the Natural Capital Finance Alliance and UNEP-WCMC or the footprint
measurement tools described in section 2.1 below.

12
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INTEGRATING BIODIVERSITY INTO FINANCIAL ANALYSES

Biodiversity: already partially integrated into environmental reporting

Awareness of biodiversity issues is growing and the subject is not entirely new to
the business world. The Global Reporting Initiative has integrated the issue into
its international standards for extra-financial reporting since their first version in
2000. Biodiversity is also covered in the environmental section of ISO 26000, a
reference framework for the integration of social responsibility in companies. In
accordance with such standards, since 2012 companies subject to the extra-
financial performance declaration (listed companies or companies with more than
500 employees or revenue exceeding €100 million) have been required to report
“measures taken to preserve or develop biodiversity”.

In addition, companies have been monitoring certain pressures on biodiversity for
many years. These include chemical pollution, solid waste pollution, climate
change and water consumption, some of the environmental indicators frequently
monitored by companies as part of their corporate social responsibility initiatives
(GRI, ISO 26000).

However, certain issues more specific to biodiversity (e.g. soil degradation, noise
and light pollution, biodiversity management on sites, the spread of invasive alien
species or the overexploitation of animal or plant species) are still poorly
monitored by companies and the explicit integration of these issues into ESG
criteria could enable companies to take better account of the associated
pressures.

19

Biodiversity loss, a new focus for environmental analyses

In addition to integrating the various pressures on biodiversity into environmental
analysis criteria, a change of focus would also be beneficial. Environmental issues
are often approached solely from the perspective of climate change. We are
seeing the emergence of environmental analyses of portfolios that only cover the
carbon footprint of the activities financed, without reference to other subjects.
Studying a financial portfolio’s impact on biodiversity loss makes it possible to put
into the perspective of carbon footprint other subjects also relevant to the
environment: changes in land/sea use (such as artificialisation), overexploitation
of resources (including water and species), pollution and invasive alien species.
For example, the SRI label includes specific biodiversity criteria for real estate
funds in relation to land degradation linked to projects19.
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This change of approach seems essential to taking biodiversity challenges into
account, but it can in part be based on existing environmental criteria. Indeed,
many criteria for assessing biodiversity pressures have already been taken on
board. In addition, actions that are climate-friendly or develop the circular
economy are generally also favourable to biodiversity, since they reduce the
pressures of climate change, natural resource usage and pollution.

SOURCES : Biodiversity and climate change, workshop report, IPBES – IPCC/GIEC, 2021

CLIMATE-BIODIVERSITY LINK: NUMEROUS MUTUAL BENEFITS

Climate change and biodiversity loss are two of the most important
environmental challenges facing us today. Although often presented as two
separate issues, these two crises are in fact deeply interrelated. On the one
hand, climate change is increasing the pressure on biodiversity, with species
and ecosystems unable to adapt to the current rate of change. On the other
hand, ecosystems and their biodiversity play a major role in regulating
greenhouse gas fluxes and carbon sequestration.

Beyond this interrelationship, climate change and biodiversity loss have
certain challenges and solutions in common. For example, the main driver of
biodiversity loss is land use change, but changes in land use also contribute
to climate change through the destruction of natural carbon stocks. Similarly,
the protection and sustainable management of terrestrial ecosystems (e.g.
through sustainable agriculture practices) is beneficial to both climate and
biodiversity.

Thus, policies and actions that simultaneously address climate and
biodiversity issues are particularly effective and maximise mutual benefits.

Integrating biodiversity into environmental assessments does not therefore
require an overhaul of existing criteria or indicators. Instead, what is called for is
an evaluation of how these indicators impact biodiversity loss and the addition of
the few criteria that are missing.
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As they now do for climate change, financial players can also assess the role of their
portfolios in biodiversity loss. This means identifying the “biodiversity footprint” of
financing. Although an international consensus has not yet been reached on a precise
definition, “biodiversity footprint” generally refers to the contribution of an activity to the
pressures on biodiversity and, in particular, to the five main drivers of biodiversity loss:

• Changes in land and sea use

• Direct resource exploitation

• Climate change

• Pollution

• Invasive alien species

With a range indicators available, more and more investors are seeking tools to assess
their biodiversity footprint. Accordingly, various tools are currently under development.
Among the most advanced to date are the Biodiversity Footprint for Financial
Institutions, the Global Biodiversity Score for financial institutions and the Corporate
Biodiversity Footprint, each of which assesses the impact of financial investments on
biodiversity using a single unit of measurement. For example, MSA.km² (mean species
abundance) and PDF.m² (potentially disappeared fraction or rate of species loss) are
two of the best-known units for assessing the surface area degraded by the activities in
question.

Published at the end of May 2021, the decree implementing Article 29 of the French
Energy-Climate Law20 sets out new reporting obligations for investors with regard to
both climate risks and biodiversity risks. The decree requires financial actors to disclose
information on their biodiversity footprint from 2022.

Assessment of biodiversity footprint of portfolios

https://www.legifrance.gouv.fr/jorf/

id/JORFTEXT000043541738

20

The decree implementing Article 29 of the French Energy-Climate Law – Law No.
2019-1147 of 8 November 2019 – published on 27 May 2021 completes the
provisions on climate and biodiversity ESG disclosures by financial market
participants.

The decree makes disclosures on biodiversity mandatory from 2022. Financial
market players will be required to publish information on their “biodiversity
footprint” using an indicator that measures compliance with international
biodiversity targets.

The decree also specifies requirements with regard to climate risk and biodiversity
risk analyses. This will involve taking account of the physical, transitional and
liability risks associated with climate change and biodiversity loss in portfolio risk
management.

BIODIVERSITY FOOTPRINT OF PORTFOLIOS AND RISK ANALYSES: 

DECREE IMPLEMENTING ARTICLE 29 OF FRENCH ENERGY-

CLIMATE LAW
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Such assessments of the biodiversity footprint of portfolios should make it possible
to direct funding away from activities with the greatest biodiversity impact (e.g.
those linked to intensive agriculture, deep-sea trawling or deforestation, including
indirectly via the use of soybeans, palm oil or paper pulp 21) and towards those with
the lowest.

FINANCING ECOSYSTEM RESTORATION AND RECOVERY

Significant financing needs for ecosystem restoration and recovery

The CBD, the EU’s biodiversity strategy and the French national strategy for
protected areas all aim to protect 30% of the world’s land and sea areas, of which
10% should receive strong protection. International political and scientific groups,
such as the Science Based Targets Network, have set a goal of completely
restoring nature by 2050.

Achievement of these ambitious objectives requires considerable financial
resources, whether to set up nature protection structures, manage these structures
and maintain their activity over time, or to finance activities that restore
ecosystems. The financing required is estimated to be in the range of $750-950
billion per year. Financing for biodiversity currently only amounts to around $130
billion, 80-85% of which is public funding 22. Thus, Global Canopy and the French
Development Agency (AFD) estimate a current budget shortfall for biodiversity
conservation worldwide of around $600-800 billion per year up to 2030 23.

Global Assessment Report on 

Biodiversity and Ecosystem 

Services, IPBES, 201

Financing Nature: Closing the 

global biodiversity financing gap. 

The Paulson Institute, The Nature 

Conservancy, and the Cornell 

Atkinson Center for Sustainability. 

2020.

Le petit livre de l’investissement 

pour la nature, AFD, 2021

21

22

23

The biodiversity financing shortfall

Global biodiversity financing shortfall up to 2030 (data for 2019) Adapted from Le petit livre de
l’investissement pour la nature, AFD, 2021
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In cost terms, preserving ecosystems should be prioritised over restoring them.
Restoring ecosystems costs around ten times more than protecting them and only
recovers 25-44% of the original services provided. However, due to the significant
loss of biodiversity over the last century, restoring ecosystems is also important.
For example, rehabilitating wetlands and forests can be up to 22 times more
effective than investing in water treatment systems. In Vietnam, for example, the
restoration of nearly 12,000 hectares of mangrove cost just over $1 million, saving
up to $7 million in annual dyke maintenance costs24.

Biodiversity conservation: an opportunity for businesses

Our Planet. Journal of the United 

Nations Environment 

Programme, 2010

https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/defa
ult/files/business_economy_euro/ba
nking_and_finance/documents/2108
03-sustainable-finance-platform-
report-technical-screening-criteria-
taxonomy_en.pdf

24

Global awareness of the importance of biodiversity conservation is also creating
opportunities for businesses that work to protect or restore biodiversity. These
companies have the support of civil society and can take advantage of public
funding programmes for nature protection. For example, ecological engineering
companies, or companies that support the development of agroforestry or the
sustainable management of natural areas, should have solid development
prospects in the coming years.

In addition to helping companies dedicated to preserving and restoring
biodiversity, this context also favours companies that have spent years improving
their “biodiversity footprint” and can now claim their actions provide a “net
biodiversity gain”. Such projects – often development projects – not only avoid
creating new pressures on biodiversity (in particular, they avoid degrading
untouched areas or species) but even make it possible to eliminate existing
pressures. For example, the real estate sector is working on the definition of new
“biodiversity positive” projects that create more natural spaces than they degrade
(reversing artificialisation on part of the plot, depollution of an area, etc.).

Thematic funds and impact investments

As well as being an opportunity for companies, taking biodiversity into account and
creating dedicated products is also an opportunity for investors. In view of the need
to finance nature, the creation of thematic funds or investment products dedicated
to biodiversity may be of interest to investors who wish to offer attractive products
directly aligned with global concerns.

To create such products, two elements currently under development should be
used:

• The biodiversity footprint calculation tools mentioned in section 2.1, which
identify activities with a positive biodiversity impact

• The EU green taxonomy, which identifies activities that support the goal of
biodiversity conservation. This includes activities that protect and restore
biodiversity, as well as those that help manage pressures from other activities
or are exemplary compared to the sector average25

Although these elements are still under development, financial players are already
able to create products that direct funding towards activities that restore or protect
nature.
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It’s time to be alarmed about biodiversity loss, and first of all for completely selfish
reasons. We ourselves are part of biodiversity and without it we’re nothing. We
feed ourselves exclusively on biodiversity, whether plant or animal. Without the
biodiversity that makes up our gut microbiota, we wouldn’t be able to digest.
Without the planet’s oxygen-producing biodiversity, particularly plants and oceanic
plankton, we wouldn’t be able to breathe. We clothe ourselves with biodiversity.
We heat and transport ourselves using coal, oil and gas, which are fossilised
biodiversity. All of this shows us how dependent we are on biodiversity.

The pandemic has made it clear that as one animal species among many, we’re
susceptible to pathogen attacks, and that the risks of such attacks are even
greater when we fail to care for biodiversity in the wild. The more species there
are in the wild, the more pathogens will distribute themselves over a large number
of species. Conversely, the more wild species we eradicate, the more pathogens
will turn on us.

We must therefore be alarmed at biodiversity loss for the sake of our comfort and
survival, and the comfort and survival of future generations.

What’s more, we should also be alarmed for ethical reasons: what right do we
have to degrade biodiversity or drive species to extinction? The history of life on
Earth spans 3.8 billion years, and if we compare this to a calendar year, the last
2021 years on Earth represent only the last 20 seconds of the year. So in our 20
seconds we’re on track to upset what took an entire year to build. All of this should
make us humble and, above all, cautious in our relationship with biodiversity.

Our modern societies are founded on the planet’s web of ecosystems, a
foundation which, in our eyes, offers a certain degree of stability. This stability is
also reflected in the services that these ecosystems provide (resources, oxygen,
water filtration, etc.). If we destabilise ecosystems, they’ll cease to provide the
same services, or perhaps won’t provide any services at all. We therefore risk
destabilising modern societies. So biodiversity loss has the potential to destabilise
the planet and with it the economy.
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Biodiversity loss is the result of pressures on biodiversity, particularly the five main
pressures: land use, overexploitation of resources, climate change, pollution and
invasive species. One pressure on its own might not be so alarming but today
these pressures are accumulating and interacting with each other, making the
overall strain on biodiversity unbearable.

In addition to the nature of these pressures, we must also take into account the
speed of the changes we’re imposing on biodiversity. This can summarised by
considering three timeframes. Firstly, there’s the acclimatisation of an individual to
a new environment (e.g. an athlete who spends time at high altitude before a
competition to boost their red blood cells). This acclimatisation is limited and
doesn’t take place within a specific physiological window. Then there’s the
adaptation of populations to a new environment over several generations via the
selection of phenotypes best suited to that environment, and without the creation
of a new species. Lastly, there’s evolution, the emergence of a new species,
which takes, on average for animals, tens of thousands of years. The changes
taking place today are so fast that species don’t have time to adapt or evolve.

To make an impact, we must help reduce these pressures. We can’t wait until our
scientific understanding of the cause-effect relationships between activities and
ecosystems is finalised because the functioning of ecosystems is highly complex
and scientific knowledge takes several decades to consolidate. It’s now clear that
biodiversity is being eroded mainly due to the five factors mentioned above.
Reducing these factors is sure to have a positive impact on biodiversity. We may
not be able to gauge the precise impact on particular species, but a company that
commits to reducing its biodiversity impact can measure the effort made in this
regard and quantify the associated reduction.

What role should financial actors play in preserving biodiversity?

Financial actors can invest in companies that exert the least possible pressure in
relation to the five drivers mentioned above, or in those that commit to significantly
reducing these pressures. This means, for example, directing investment towards
fishing companies that favour local fish and avoid overfishing, investing in local
production rather than distant production that requires significant transportation,
or investing in green energy rather than carbon-based energy. So financial
players must pay close attention to the pressures exerted by their investments
and equip themselves with tools to assess the environmental friendliness of
companies. It’s not about requiring perfection. Instead it’s asking companies to
look to the future and make real efforts where possible.

Investors can also focus on innovative technologies that will reduce biodiversity
pressures. However, we can’t rely entirely on such technologies, because
technology alone won’t save us. While it’s possible to imagine CO2 storage, we
can’t treat biodiversity as an engineer. To reduce biodiversity pressures, we must
first and foremost rely on sobriety and invest in companies that demonstrate it.
This can be achieved, for example, by promoting the circular economy.
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Financial actors themselves are also expected to take part in the protection of
biodiversity. It would be particularly helpful if some financial products could be
used to protect biodiversity, because the needs are very great. At the same time,
these protection issues should be treated with care. First of all, we have to restore
intelligently. For example, by not planting forests in monoculture. Secondly, I
strongly believe that we need to move away from a territorial mindset: just
because biodiversity is protected in one place doesn’t mean we can do as we
please in the rest of an area. Protected areas can’t become an alibi for not acting
on the rest of a territory. Biodiversity must be cared for everywhere, including in
the places that seem the most shaped by man, such as cities or the coastline.

How should we treat biodiversity in relation to other environmental issues?

All subjects are interrelated and there’s a particularly important link between
climate and biodiversity. We mustn’t dissociate them or say that one subject is
more important than the other, instead we must look for solutions that are win-win
for both biodiversity and the climate.

We’ve been aware of climate change for several decades now and scientists have
warned us about it. The IPCC is now over thirty years old and has historical depth.
As for biodiversity, the IPBES has only been around for nine years, but the issue
is now becoming mainstream and I think awareness is growing. This shouldn’t be
to the detriment of or in opposition to climate change. The two issues should be
considered in parallel, particularly as they’re interrelated.

The slower growth in awareness of biodiversity issues has mainly been due to the
complexity of the subject and environmental amnesia.

We all have memories of extreme weather events: the 1976 drought for the oldest
among us, the heat waves in 2003 and 2019, or the snowfalls in Nice, Marseille
and Venice. These events are written into our collective memory. However,
biodiversity loss is a very gradual process and is not necessarily visible from one
year to the next. For example, we don’t notice that there are fewer birds. Yet,
when we think about it, biodiversity loss can also be observed over time. I used to
be woken in the morning by the sound of the birds. I had to get up at 5 a.m. to
close the window because they were so noisy. Today, it doesn’t seem that much
has changed because the process has been so gradual. 90% of our fellow
citizens are unaware that the number of sparrows in Paris has halved.

The second point that obscures things is that climate change can be reduced to a
few parameters (temperature, moisture) that everyone understands. Biodiversity
is more complex. It involves the number of species, the number of individuals
within each species, genetic diversity, the relationships between species within an
ecosystem, and so on. It’s more difficult to understand and grasp. Furthermore,
today’s biodiversity is the result of the complicated evolution of organisms which
interact with each other to form a more complex system that doesn’t respond to
physical or chemical rules. Life adapts and evolves, and so we can’t make
predictions as we do for the climate.
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As a final question, what will strong action now achieve?

It’s essential that we act now to account for threshold effects. Systems are
resilient and can return to a state of equilibrium so long as the disturbance stays
within a certain threshold. It’s a bit like a marble in a gutter. If the gutter swings
slightly from right to left, the marble moves up the sides of the gutter and then
back to the centre. As long as a certain threshold isn’t exceeded, the marble stays
in the gutter. However, if the threshold is exceeded, the marble drops out and falls
into a new, completely unknown equilibrium. With biodiversity, we might have only
a vague idea of what the new equilibrium will look like, but we know for certain
that it will be something quite different and won’t provide the same services. Take
for example the Amazon rainforest: studies show that a complete destruction of
the Amazon rainforest would lead to a savannah ecosystem or a desert. In either
case, there would be no turning back. So it’s clear that we have to act now,
because if the thresholds are passed, we’ll suddenly find ourselves in very
different environments that aren’t suited to our current societies and activities.

However, apart from this threshold effect, biodiversity is very resilient.
Ecosystems have an astonishing capacity for self-renewal, proving the resilience
of biodiversity. This should encourage us to act. Indeed, the resilience of
biodiversity means we can quickly reap the benefits of any protection or
restoration actions we take. If we invest locally, we’ll see a return on our
investment.
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Scientists across the globe have long been aware of biodiversity loss.
However, the issue only started to become mainstream in 2019, with the
publication of the IPBES’s Global Assessment Report. The report states that the
factors involved in biodiversity loss highlight the predominant role that humans
play in the phenomenon, with biodiversity being eroded at 10 to 100 times the
natural rates.

As a result, biodiversity has taken a prominent place alongside climate
change on the political agenda, particularly in France. International targets
and frameworks are being established and more and more political tools
(regulatory or incentive) put in place to promote joint action on the subject. The
general public is also becoming increasingly aware of the issue, which is being
taken up by the media and consumer associations.

Faced with this growing global awareness, the business world is increasingly
adopting a common language when it comes biodiversity. For companies and
their financial institutions today, this involves identifying their biodiversity footprint,
analysing their dependence on biodiversity and their role in biodiversity
pressures, developing a dedicated policy to manage biodiversity risks and making
a commitment to nature.

Financial players are therefore called upon to swiftly grasp this new vocabulary,
together with its associated tools, so that they can play their part in the
conservation, renewal and sustainable use of biodiversity.

To begin with, they can reduce their biodiversity footprint by directing financing
away from activities with a high biodiversity impact or by favouring activities that
actively reduce their contribution to biodiversity pressures. By taking this
approach, financial actors encourage businesses to transition towards
behaviours and activities that are biodiversity-friendly or have a lower
biodiversity impact.

Faced with a lack of funding for biodiversity conservation targets at both national
and international levels, financial actors can also support activities that help
protect or restore biodiversity. They can do this, for example, by setting up
biodiversity-themed funds and investment products.

Lastly, by integrating biodiversity into their assessments, financial

players are helping to mobilise companies on these issues. By asking them
to provide data on their dependence on biodiversity, on their role in biodiversity
pressures, and on the associated risks, they enable companies to address the
issue within an established framework. By systematising assessments of
biodiversity footprint, as was done with carbon footprint assessments in the case
of climate change, financial players become a force for change themselves and
allow everyone to participate according to their own means in the protection of
biodiversity.

IN CONCLUSION…
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