
Invest much more in the conservation, reha-
bilitation and management of forests, peat-
lands, soils and other ecosystems. This can 
safeguard existing stores of carbon, reduce 
emissions and maximise the potential for 
removing carbon from the atmosphere, ac-
cording to a new report from the UNEP.

The new report “The Natural 
Fix? The Role of Ecosystems 
in Climate Mitigation” was 
released on the 5th of June 
to mark World Environment 
Day 2009, just under six 
months before the crucial UN 
climate convention meeting 

in Copenhagen, Denmark.
– Tens of billions of dollars are being earmarked 

for carbon capture and storage at power stations, 
but perhaps the international community is over-
looking a tried and tested method that has been 
working for millennia, the biosphere, says Achim 
Steiner, UNEP Executive Director.

UNEP concludes that the Earth’s living systems 
might be capable of sequestering more than 50 gi-
gatones of carbon over the coming decades with 
the right market signals. This means not only that 
we are combating climate change, but potentially 
delivering a number of crucial ecosystem services, 
including improved water supplies, soil stabiliza-
tion and reduced biodiversity loss. Not to mention 
a number of potential new “green” jobs in natural 
resource management and conservation.

Following this reasoning, UNEP now calls for 
the adoption of a comprehensive policy framework 
under the UN Framework Convention on Climate 

Change (UNFCCC) for addressing ecosystem car-
bon management. Tropical forests, peatlands and 
agriculture should be prioritised. As an example, 
the report mentions that a reduction of deforesta-
tion by 50 per cent by 2050 (and then maintaining 
them at this level until 2100) would avoid the di-
rect release of up to 50 Gt C this century, equiva-
lent to 12 % of the emissions reductions needed to 
keep atmospheric concentrations of carbon dioxide 
below 450 ppm (parts per million).

Local and indigenous peoples 
Interestingly, the report also comes to the conclu-
sion that the agricultural sector could be broadly 
carbon neutral by 2030  if sustainable management 
practices are widely adopted. This is particularly 
true for agroforestry – where food production is 
combined with tree planting – which has a par-
ticularly high potential for carbon sequestration in 
tropical areas, UNEP says.

– Our planet’s living systems have developed in-
genious, efýcient and cost-effective ways to man-
age carbon. Sending the right price signals to those 
who make economic and development choices 
about the value of preserving and effectively man-
aging our forests, grasslands, peatlands and agri-
cultural lands is critical for the success of any cli-
mate change mitigation strategies, the report says.

It is also emphasised that that climate mitigation 
policies must be guided by the best available sci-
ence concerning ecosystem carbon, and that it will 
be necessary to ensure that local and indigenous 
peoples are not disadvantaged.

/Fredrik Moberg
More at:
http://www.grida.no/publications/rr/natural-ýx/ 
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hat has been labelled one of the most important meet-
ings in history will take place in Copenhagen later 
this year. Between December 7 and December 18 

Denmark will host The United Nations Climate Change Con-
ference, aiming to secure a new global climate change treaty to 
replace the Kyoto protocol. The changing climate is indeed one 
of the biggest challenges facing humanity today, it deserves all 
the attention it gets. But sustainable development is not only 
about curing our planet’s fever. There is actually a risk that we 
currently focus too much on climate and too little on other im-
portant changes in the environment, like biodiversity loss, eu-
trophication, acid rain, toxic waste, access to clean water – and 
the many ways they are linked to climate change. Why is it that 
we tend to only discuss one environmental issue at the time? 
Even though we know that the different issues are intertwined, 
not only with each other, but also with a wide array of socio-
economic aspects like poverty, population growth, democracy, 
power relationships, ýnancial crises and so forth. 

I don’t mean to be too pessimistic, there is indeed a growing 
scientiýc, political and public understanding of the notion that 
global environmental change encompasses much more than 
climate change. 

Two years ago Australian National University Professor Will 
Steffen gave an inspiring talk in Stockholm on why technol-
ogy alone cannot solve the global environmental and socio-
economic problems we face, implying that there are many 
more fundamental shifts in societal values required. In his talk 
Professor Steffen said that part of the problem is that we hu-
mans tend to simplify things too much. First, we tend to reduce 
global environmental change to mean climate change. Then 
climate change becomes global warming, which in its turn is 
simpliýed to be caused only by the emission of greenhouse 
gases (most people only discuss carbon dioxide) from fossil 

fuel-based energy. The conclusion from such a partial analysis? 
“We need a new energy system”. But would a new inexpensive, 
non CO2-emitting, and inexhaustible “holy grail energy source” 
automatically lead us to a sustainable development? Would it, 
for example, have prevented the cod ýsheries outside New-
foundland from collapsing in the early 90s? No, that collapse 
was rather an effect of too much cheap (fossil fuel-based) en-
ergy used by increasingly bigger ýshing vessels with more and 
more technology that allowed ýshermen to trawl larger areas, 
ýsh to a deeper depth and for a longer time. A lethal combina-
tion of powerful trawlers, radar, electronic navigation systems 
and sonar allowed crews to overexploit the ýsh stocks in no 
time at all. 

So, everything is not about climate change and cleaner tech-
nologies after all. Sustainable development is also about how 
we manage the planet’s ecosystems and the goods and services 
they generate to our human societies. Not to mention all the 
socio-economic aspects and how they are governed. Moreover, 
the climate change poses a great risk to biodiversity and with 
less biodiversity our life-supporting ecosystems tend to become 
even more vulnerable to climate change.

Have a nice summer! And don’t forget all other important 
aspects of an environmentally sustainable development when 
discussing how to combat and adapt to climate change later this 
year in the Danish capital city.

/Fredrik Moberg, Editor

editorial
fredrik@albaeco.com
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IPBES is intended to be an intergovernmental scientiýc 
body for biodiversity and ecosystem services, mirroring 
the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, IPCC. 
It is hoped to put the loss of biodiversity, ecosystems 
and their services at the top of the political agenda.

Ever since the ýnalising of the UNôs Millennium Ecosystem 
Assessment in 2005 many have called for a permanent panel 
for ecosystem services (the beneýts people obtain from 
ecosystems ï like water puriýcation, pollination and carbon 
sequestration). Now a platform intended to function as an 
intergovernmental mechanism to put the loss of biodiversity 
and ecosystems services at the top of the political agenda is 
beginning to take form.

It is projected to work for biodiversity in a similar way 
that the IPCC does for climate change, supporting decision-
makers with information to make decisions in response to the 
best available science, and not political interests or rhetoric. 
Similarly, the platform is going to support existing scientiýc 
bodies, both by providing them with access to the best science 
and by providing links to policymakers.

Many questions remain unanswered
IPBES reþects a growing concern that the international 
community is failing to halt “the decline of the globe’s 
economically important natural capital, from species and soils 
to forests and ýsheriesò, says the UN Environment Programme 
(UNEP) who has received the mandate to continue to facilitate 
future development of IPBES. The above mentioned failure is, 
according to UNEP, in part a result of a fragmented landscape 
of reports and assessments by a multitude of organisations 
each coming to the issue from different approaches and with 
different methods.

Advocating for IPBES, UNEP also 
cite the case of biofuels, which 
have triggered ýerce and polarized 
public debate in recent times. 
However, the issues surrounding 
biofuels or certain kinds of biofuels 
have been known to scientists for 
several decades, but only now 
are hitting the headlines. Other 
important ógapsô mentioned exist in 
developing countries where there is an urgent and practical 
need to strengthen the knowledge, skills and capacity to 
carry out biodiversity and ecosystem assessments in the ýrst 
place.

IPBES is an attempt to merge the Millennium Ecosystem 
Assessment follow-up initiative and the IMoSEB, International 
Mechanism of Scientiýc Expertise on Biodiversity. The latter 
was proposed by a conference in Paris entitled ñBiodiversity: 
Science and Governanceò that took place in January 2005.

However, many questions remain unanswered, such as, is 
IPBES really the best way to advance biodiversity decision-
making? How will it be managed and who will contribute with 
the relevant data? Hopefully, these questions will be sorted 
out in Nairobi, 5-9 October, at a meeting organised by UNEP. 
A major input for the Nairobi meeting will be a ñGap Analysisò 
of the existing mechanisms and institutional gaps for making 
data and scientiýc information on biodiversity and ecosystems 
available to decision-makers. The analysis can be downloaded 
at the website address provided below.

/Fredrik Moberg

More at:
www.ipbes.net
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Agricultural badlands in the Guinea savannah 
zone are an economic “sleeping giant” states a 
new publication from the World Bank and FAO. 
The vast stretch of land, running from Senegal to 
South Africa, holds the potential to turn several 
African countries into major players in the global 
commodities market, but it has to be done in an 
environmentally sound way.

Farmer woman in Senegal. Photo: vredeseilanden, þickr.com 

This positive message is presented in the recent World Bank 
publication “Awakening Africa’s Sleeping Giant - Prospects for 
Commercial Agriculture in the Guinea Savannah Zone and Be-
yond”, and reinforced by the FAO.

The Guinea savannah region, which encompasses 600 million 
hectares of which only 10% are currently cultivated, is compared 

to northeast Thailand and Brazil’s Cerrado region. In those areas, 
governments put into motion dramatic policies with the goal of 
fulýlling the agricultural potential of former uncultivated areas. 
The Cerrado in Brazil, for example, now contributes more than 
70% of Brazilian beef cattle production and is also an important 
production centre of soya, maize and rice. However, in the Cer-
rado, agricultural development has been achieved at the expense 
of the surrounding natural ecosystems.

Environmental impacts mitigated
The FAO and the World Bank both stress that agricultural expan-
sion in the Guinea savannah zone should not follow the Brazilian 
path of large-scale intensive farming.

– Commercial agriculture in Africa can and should involve 
smallholders to maximize growth and spread beneýts widely, 
says Michael Morris, Lead Agricultural Economist with the 
World Bank in Madagascar, in a press release.

Both organizations further point out that environmental im-
pacts can be mitigated through sustainable farming practices 
which minimize the use of pesticides and intensive plowing. The 
new publication is a shortened version of a larger study drawn up 
by ofýcials from the World Bank with technical advice from FAO 
experts and funding from Italy.  

/Albert Norström
 

More at:
http://extop-workþow.worldbank.org/extop/ecommerce/catalog/
product?item_id=9081348
http://www.fao.org/news/story/en/item/20964/icode/

 

Is it possible to turn badlands in Africa into sustainable agricultural gold? 

SDU-In brief

A new report from Global Humanitarian Forum is 
the ýrst ever exclusively focused on the global 
human impact of climate change. It calculates 
that more than 300 million people are seriously 
affected by climate change at a total economic 
cost of $125 billion per year.

The new report “Human Impact Report: Climate Change – The 
Anatomy of a Silent Crisis” projects that by 2030, worldwide 
deaths will reach almost 500,000 per year, people affected by 
climate change annually expected to rise to over 600 million and 
the total annual economic cost increase to around $300 billion.        

– Climate change is a silent human crisis. Yet it is the great-
est emerging humanitarian challenge of our time. Already to-
day, it causes suffering to hundreds of millions of people most 
of whom are not even aware that they are victims of climate 
change, comments Koý A. Annan, President of the Global Hu-
manitarian Forum, in a press release.

According to report ýndings, climate change adaptation 
efforts need to be scaled up by a factor of 100 in developing 
countries, which account for 99% of casualties due to climate 
change. The populations most gravely at risk are over half a 
billion people in some of the poorest areas that are also highly 
prone to climate change – in particular, the semi-arid dry land 
belt countries from the Sahara to the Middle East and Central 
Asia, sub-Saharan Africa, South and South East Asia, and small 
island developing states.

“We can no longer afford to ignore the human impacts of 
climate change”
Long regarded as a distant future problem, climate change is 
already today a major constraint on human efforts all over the 
world. Consequently, when presenting the report Koý Annan 
concluded that just six months before the Copenhagen summit, 
the world ýnds itself at a crossroads:

– We can no longer afford to ignore the human impact of cli-
mate change. Put simply, the report is a clarion call for negotia-
tors at Copenhagen to come to the most ambitious international 
agreement ever negotiated, or continue to accept mass starvation, 
mass sickness and mass migration on an ever growing scale.

/Fredrik Moberg
Download the report here:
www.ghfgeneva.org/Portals/0/pdfs/human_impact_report.pdf

“Climate change responsible for 300,000 deaths a year” 




