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What is biodiversity and why does it matter? 

The air you breathe, the water you drink and the food you eat – all of these rely on biodiversity, but 

right now it is in crisis – because of us. What does this mean for our future? 

Biodiversity is the variety of life on Earth, in all its forms and interactions. The term “biodiversity” came 

into general use in 1985, as a contraction of “biological diversity”; and we are becoming increasingly 

aware of biodiversity losses in all ecosystems. 

Biodiversity is defined in terms of different levels; genetic, then species, then communities and then 

ecosystems, for example, the Great Barrier Reef and the Amazon rain forest. In South Africa, the Kruger 

National Park, which in turn comprises ecological sub-systems (or Ecozones) – sandveld, sourveld, 

savanna, woodlands, etc., each with different species of tree, grass and shrubs, each with different 

species of insect, bird, and other animal inhabitants, specifically matched to their ecozones 

So, does biodiversity matter? 

“The natural environment sustains the life of all beings universally” – Dalai Lama 

All life forms are linked. Some examples of the linkages are obvious – 

Without plants there would be no oxygen and without bees and other insects to pollinate, there would 

be not fruit or nuts. 

Other examples are less obvious, even bizarre. Tropical tortoises and spider monkeys appear to have 

little or nothing to do with maintaining a stable climate. The dense hardwood trees that are most 

efficient at removing carbon dioxide from the atmosphere however rely for their survival on their seeds 

being dispersed by fruit-eaters. 

Biodiversity has direct human spin-off benefits: Many medicines come from nature, and the wild 

varieties of domesticated animals and crops are important for having already solved the challenges of 

for example, surviving under prolonged and severe drought conditions, or thriving in salty soils. 

The more that scientists study biodiversity in various ecosystems, the more they find countless 
interactions between life forms, evolved over millions of years, and producing (if left undisturbed) a 
delicately balanced, healthy system which contributes to a healthy sustainable planet. 

What disturbs and damages the natural balance of life forms in their ecosystems? 

First and foremost, us! As human populations grow, so also does the exploitation of natural resources, 

until eventually wild areas are destroyed by logging, agriculture, and human settlement. Land based 

animals are hunted, poached, or otherwise removed from their ecosystems, fisheries are over-exploited 

and destroyed, litter, waste and pollution increase, species from other ecosystems are introduced and 

often become invasive: Animal, plant and insect species are driven into extinction. A March 2018 article 

in The Guardian newspaper offers the comment that “more than 300 mammal species, from 

chimpanzees to hippos to bats, are being eaten into extinction”. It is estimated that wild animals now 

account for only some 3% of the total biomass on Earth. Much of the remaining 97% is the human 

population and the animals farmed for human consumption. 

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2016/oct/19/worlds-mammals-being-eaten-into-extinction-report-warns
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2016/oct/19/worlds-mammals-being-eaten-into-extinction-report-warns
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David Attenborough in “A Life on Our Planet” describes the situation: “Humans have become 

increasingly separate from the rest of life on Earth. We have eliminated most of our predators, our 

diseases are under control; our bodies have not changed significantly in the last 200,000 years, but our 

behaviour and our societies have become detached from the natural environment that surrounds us –

We are free from the pressures of evolutionary natural selection. There is nothing left to restrict us. 

Nothing to stop us. Unless we stop ourselves, we will continue to consume the Earth’s resources, until 

we have used them up.” 

 

So what now? 

As members of an Eco Congregation, we all know what we can do individually to help to arrest the 

degradation of biodiversity and the loss of species.  

Now all we have to do, is do it! 

Some parting thoughts on this matter – 

“Modern society will find no solution to the ecological problem unless it takes a serious look at its 

lifestyle” – Pope John Paul II. 

“Do your little bit of good where you are; it’s those little bits of good put together that overwhelm the 

world” – Archbishop emeritus Desmond Tutu. 

 The greatest danger to our future is apathy. – Jane Goodall 

 

 

Suggested further reading 
The Biological Diversity Crisis (1985). Edward O Wilson. BioScience (Vol 35) 
The Sixth Extinction: An Unnatural History (2014). Elizabeth Kolbert (Bloomsbury) 
What Has Nature Ever Done for Us? (2013) Tony Juniper (Profile) 
The Economics of Ecosystems and Biodiversity (2010). Pushpam Kumar et al. (Earthscan) 
A Life on Our Planet (2020) David Attenborough (Penguin/Random House UK) 

https://ecowarriorprincess.net/2015/11/why-it-can-be-a-challenge-to-do-good/
https://liberiafti.files.wordpress.com/2013/08/wilson_biological-diversity-crisis.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2016/feb/01/100-best-nonfiction-books-of-all-time-the-sixth-extinction-elizabeth-kolbert
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2013/jan/20/what-has-nature-juniper-review
http://www.teebweb.org/our-publications/teeb-study-reports/ecological-and-economic-foundations/

