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Letter To The Editor

Abstract

Since the establishment of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), de-
cision-makers have realised that periodic assessments were needed to closely monitor 
climate change. Studies on it became widespread and include the science of greenhouse 
gas emissions, the composition of these gases and the extent to which humans have 
been responsible for climate change. In this sense, the United Nations summit has made 
significant progress since the Rio Conference (Eco 92), with the creation of the Confer-
ence of the Parties (COPs). However, governments should not solely focus on curbing 
greenhouse gas emissions into the atmosphere. In a society with broad and deep environ-
mental problems, governments, the private sector and non-governmental organisations’ 
(NGOs) efforts should include biodiversity conservation in their agenda. Solving a single 
problem, the climate crisis is honourable and urgently needed, but to constrain our ever-in-
creasing land-use footprints on the planet needs the tackling of another equally challeng-
ing problem, the loss of biodiversity. The destruction of ecosystems undermines nature’s 
ability to regulate greenhouse gas emissions and protect against extreme weather, thus 
accelerating climate change and increasing our vulnerability to it. Therefore, tackling envi-
ronmental challenges means more than building electric cars, investing in “clean” energy 
and imposing fines on those who burn forests. To save the environment, scientists, in-
dustry, policy-makers and the wider society urgently need to look at other aspects of eco-
system conservation and restoration in the same way they look at the climate agenda.
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Global change myopia

Since the establishment of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
(IPCC), decision-makers have realised that periodic assessments were needed 
to closely monitor climate change (O’Brien 1990). Studies on it became wide-
spread and include the science of greenhouse gas emissions, the composition 
of these gases and the extent to which humans have been responsible for cli-
mate change (Bloomfield and Steward 2022). In this sense, the United Nations 
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summit has made significant progress since the Rio Conference (Eco 92), with 
the creation of the Conference of the Parties (COPs) (Humphreys et al. 2019). 
However, governments should not solely focus on curbing greenhouse gas 
emissions into the atmosphere.

When we analyse the popularity and prestige of intergovernmental organi-
sations created in favour of the environment, the IPCC completely overshad-
ows the Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Eco-
system Services (IPBES) (Fig. 1A). When we analyse environmental treaties, 
this situation repeats itself. The United Nations Framework Convention on 
Climate Change (UNFCCC) is far better known than the Convention on Biolog-
ical Diversity (CBD) (Fig. 1B). This is a reflection of increased public attention 

Figure 1. Web search interest for environmental topics around the world from 2004 to the present according to Google 
TrendsTM. Comparison of intergovernmental bodies (A), conventions (B) and terms (C) related to climate (blue) and biodi-
versity (red). Values represent the percentage of maximum (peak popularity). IPCC: Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change; IPBES: Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services; UNFCCC: United 
Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change.
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to climate change compared to other biodiversity issues (Hulme et al. 2018) 
(Fig. 1C) and may have contributed to a much higher number of COPs linked to 
climate change (27 COPs) relative to biodiversity (15 COPs) to this date. This 
asymmetry between environmental agendas can harm not only biodiversity, but 
also climate change, as environmental issues are inexorably interconnected 
(Rockström et al. 2021).

In a society with broad and deep environmental problems, governments, 
private sector and non-governmental organisations’ (NGOs) efforts should 
include other dimensions of nature in their agenda (Chan et al. 2023; Schau-
broeck 2023). Biodiversity, the unique variety of life on our planet, underpins 
our cultural, economic and social well-being (Cimatti et al. 2023). However, hu-
man-induced changes to ecosystems and the extinction of species have been 
more rapid in the past 50 years than at any time in human history (Cowie et 
al. 2022). Species are becoming extinct at about 1,000 times the average rate 
(Humphreys et al. 2019), as important habitats such as forests, wetlands, sa-
vannahs and coral reefs are plundered for human infrastructure (Torres et al. 
2016). Soils are being deeply degraded (Ferreira et al. 2022), aquifers are being 
drained and polluted (Pereira and Fernandes 2022), corals are being bleached 
(Ainsworth et al. 2016), while fishing is being exploited at an unsustainable rate 
(Dulvy et al. 2021). The destruction of ecosystems undermines nature’s ability 
to regulate greenhouse gas emissions and protect against extreme weather, 
further accelerating climate change and increasing vulnerability to it (Chan et 
al. 2022). Furthermore, around 50% of anthropogenic CO2 emissions are re-
moved by soil, vegetation and oceans each year, a free nature-based solution to 
climate change (Malhi et al. 2022). Therefore, it is puzzling that policy-makers 
are still over-focused on the climate component.

Challenges and perspectives

We argue here that climate change issue is an important and urgent matter; 
however, this problem must not be solved without considering the picture as a 
whole (Díaz et al. 2020). While many climate and biodiversity-friendly policies 
are aligned, as biomass accumulated by biodiverse ecosystems benefits both 
issues, some actions do not. The global carbon trade has been taken as an 
apple of the market’s eye as a win-win solution that combines positive econom-
ic and environmental outputs. It is notable that, with some limitations, carbon 
trade has its climatic contribution (Xie et al. 2022). Nevertheless, plant biomass 
has much more to offer the world beyond acting as carbon sinks, as forests 
contribute to agriculture, medicine, energy and livelihoods for millions of peo-
ple. As a consequence of this misguided focus on maintaining trees as carbon 
sinks, many tropical forests, savannahs and grasslands are being replaced by 
exotic Pinus or Eucalyptus monospecific stands for the sake of carbon seques-
tration (Veldman et al. 2015, 2019; Fernandes et al. 2016). In some tropical 
ecoregions, these plantations are amongst the major drivers of fragmentation, 
biodiversity and habitat loss, soil degradation and impact on non-climatic eco-
system services, such as water provision (Ricciardi et al. 2022). Finally, solar 
and wind farms from deforestation and bioenergy plantations (Seddon 2022), 
deep-sea mining for earth metals in energy batteries and photovoltaics (Lal and 
You 2023), and improper disposal of electric vehicle (EV) batteries (Lal and You 
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2023) are also harmful to biodiversity. Therefore, the climate agenda is uninten-
tionally knocking down biodiversity conservation.

To fight climate change, we don’t just depend on trees. Large animals aid 
climate change mitigation and adaptation through changes in fire regime, ter-
restrial albedo, increases in carbon stocks, trophic complexity, habitat hetero-
geneity, plant dispersal, resistance to abrupt change and microclimate modi-
fication (Johnson et al. 2018; Fricke et al. 2022; Malhi et al. 2022). We stress 
that if the fauna is not preserved, the populations of trees necessary for carbon 
sequestration will decrease (Fricke et al. 2022). Hunting mammals and birds, 
such as monkeys, tapirs and toucans, can reduce carbon storage in tropical 
forests (Fricke et al. 2022). This is because these animals spread the seeds 
of large trees, an important step for their reproduction (Galetti et al. 2013). 
Furthermore, the population decline of large grazing mammals may result in 
increased fires in savannahs, causing the release of CO2 from ecosystems into 
the atmosphere (Johnson et al. 2018). It is also worth noting that preserved 
ecosystems act as natural buffers against extreme weather events, such as 
cyclones, floods and heat waves (Depietri et al. 2012). In this way, changes 
in land use must be integrated into climate models so that we can achieve 
a more detailed representation that increases our ability to predict how local 
impacts of change in land use will affect the future of biodiversity at a global 
level (Titeux et al. 2017).

Solving a single problem, the climate crisis, is honourable and urgently need-
ed, but to constrain our ever-increasing land-use footprints on the planet needs 
the tackling of another equally challenging problem, the loss of biodiversity 
(Smith et al. 2022; Pörtner et al. 2023). Despite all the complexity of mitigating 
the climate change that we have been facing for decades, it can be contained, 
especially if there is enough biodiversity to purify the atmosphere and store 
carbon (Rockström et al. 2021; Sha et al. 2022). Finally, we emphasise that this 
path is necessary, but it is still winding. There is much to pass on to society in 
terms of ecological awareness (Peter et al. 2021). The spotlight is on climate 
change, at least in part, because climate action is something everyone already 
knows how to get involved in an accessible way. People can take simple steps 
to reduce emissions, for example, by watching their energy use or choosing to 
ride a bicycle instead of using a car. In addition, everyone can feel that the tem-
perature is rising. However, the degradation of biodiversity can be difficult to 
notice (e.g. Régnier et al. 2009), especially for someone who does not get out 
and experience nature regularly. For example, not everyone in a city will notice 
that there are fewer bird species flying in an urban park. Therefore, a big ques-
tion is how much we still have to learn about the various ecosystems around 
the planet, their delicate balance and interaction with their wider environment 
and indeed the climate (Mastrángelo et al. 2019).

Conclusion

Tackling environmental challenges means more than building electric cars, in-
vesting in “clean” energy and imposing fines on those who burn forests. To save 
the environment, scientists, industry, policy-makers and the wider society ur-
gently need to look at other aspects of ecosystem conservation and restoration 
in the same way they look at the climate agenda.
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