Understanding and addressing the causes of biodiversity loss 
Many species around the world are likely to become extinct as ecosystems and the diversity of life found in them are threatened by pressures, such as pollution, overexploitation, climate change, invasive species, fragmentation, degradation and loss of habitat. A recent report has examined the causes of biodiversity loss and the policies surrounding efforts to tackle this loss.

Biodiversity is being lost through human activities with negative effects on ecosystems. Services, including nutrient recycling, climate regulation, water storage and regulation, the provision of food, medicines and materials, as well as aesthetic and cultural benefits, all vital to human well-being are being degraded or lost through human expansion and actions. Commissioned by the European Union, this report has examined the major causes of biodiversity loss as well as the issues underlying these causes, by focusing on case studies of marine, coastal, wetlands and forest ecosystems.

The study identified the major direct drivers for the loss of biodiversity as: the conversion of natural habitats through land use changes, such as agricultural expansion and intensification, deforestation and infrastructure development; pollution from agricultural, urban and industrial wastes; unsustainable use of natural resources, for example, through forestry, fisheries and mining activities; the impact of climate change (e.g. fire, floods and droughts) and by making habitats unsuitable for some species; and invasion by alien species.

However, the authors contend that the roots of the problems lie in a series of underlying causes. These are driven by social, economic and political factors that feature a lack of knowledge and understanding of the value of biodiversity and ecosystem services. The study highlights ill-fitting policies, economic and market failures and inadequate governance mechanisms and institutions from international to local levels.

Although policy frameworks designed to safeguard biodiversity exist, these measures can be inadequate. The researchers suggest one of the main reasons is that decision makers at all levels fail to design policies that sufficiently protect ecosystem services. For example, a lack of effective property rights and ineffective governance structures were identified as major barriers to halting the biodiversity decline in the Congo Basin.

For the ecosystems reviewed in this study: 

· overexploitation, nitrogen and phosphorus pollution and habitat change have had the greatest impact on biodiversity loss for forest, grassland and agricultural ecosystems 

· habitat loss and pollution are the most significant direct drivers of losses of biodiversity in coastal ecosystems and inland wetlands 

· most of the biodiversity loss in marine ecosystems has been driven by overexploitation, then habitat changes

The authors put forward a number of policy options to help reduce the pressures mentioned above in order to halt and reverse the trend of biodiversity loss. These include: 

· Develop an international market that captures and pays for the value of ecosystem services 

· Raise awareness of the economic, social and environmental value of biodiversity, for example, through the TEEB1 process 

· Implement and enforce current biodiversity policies and agendas more effectively, such as schemes to facilitate payments for conservation at local, regional and national levels 

· Educate current and future generations about the importance of biodiversity and well-functioning ecosystems for human well-being

1. See: www.teebweb.org
Source: ECORYS Report. (2009). Study on understanding the causes of biodiversity loss and the policy assessment framework. Available to download from: http://ec.europa.eu/environment/enveco/biodiversity/index.htm
