
The global value of wild nature

Unravelling 
the web …



It is the richness and variety of life itself, and life’s

interaction with the planet.

Individual species and habitats and places have

important cultural, spiritual, recreational and

personal values. These values are very high, even

though it is hard to calculate what they are. They

will have similar values for future generations, if

they inherit them.

But the complex interactions between species and

habitats and places also provide a host of physical

services that are essential to our way of life and

that cannot be replaced.

They help clean our air, purify our water and

maintain our soils. They provide us with food. They

recycle nutrients, regulate the climate and

influence the weather. They provide raw materials

to make things with and resources for medicine

and other purposes. They are the foundation on

which we build our economies and societies,

locally, nationally and globally. But we take them

for granted because we don’t have to pay for the

services they provide.

wild nature …

Wild nature is not just birds and pandas and whales …

It is not just ocean or mountain or woodland habitats …

It is not just the Amazon rainforest or the Great Barrier Reef …

Photo: Boy and lesser flamingos, Lake Nakuru, Kenya by Giacomo Pirozzi
(Panos Pictures)



The economic value of nature’s services is

immense, but immensely hard to calculate. In 1997,

a team of leading ecological economists put that

value at about $38 trillion a year, roughly equal to

the global economy itself1. Now, a new study2 by

an international team of scientists and economists,

coordinated by Cambridge University and the

RSPB, estimates that more than half of the total

value is lost when nature is converted for

unsustainable human use. 

an immense
value …

The RSPB’s conclusion from the two

studies is that the irreplaceable value of

wild nature is at least $20 trillion a year.

1 In $2000. Nature 387: 253–260 (1997)
2 The study is published in Science, August 9th 2002 edition, No. 5583 and details can be found at www.rspb.org.uk

Photos: Gorgonian fan coral by Franco Banfi (Bruce Coleman Collection), common marsh poker, KwaZulu, Natal by Roger de la Harpe (Still Pictures), montane rainforest, Costa
Rica by Chris Mattison (FLPA)



In spite of the great, invisible value of nature, we

have:

● destroyed at least 7% of our tropical forest area

in the last 10 years

● destroyed around a third of our mangroves in

the past 20 years

● depleted populations of freshwater fish, birds,

mammals, reptiles and amphibians by an

average of about half in the last 30 years

● depleted populations of marine fish, birds,

mammals and reptiles by a third since 1970.

This destruction is even more alarming than it

seems. The loss of wild nature is a terrible and

often irreversible thing. The golden toad has gone

forever. Damaged coral reefs may not recover.

And depleted fish stocks do not quickly bounce

back. Without them, humanity is forever poorer.

But more than this, each individual loss reduces the

variety and complexity of nature as a whole.

Nature’s value is greater than the sum of its parts.

By cutting single threads, we are unravelling the

web of life itself. And, as it unravels, we gradually

lose the natural resources on which people

everywhere depend, for their sense of community,

for their economic wealth, and in some cases for

their very survival.

In each year that we fail to protect the fragile web

properly, humanity loses natural services worth an

estimated $140 billion a year. Every year into the

future the loss increases by the equivalent of

another $140 billion a year. The cost of our neglect

is high and growing daily. 

… that we are

destroying

Photos: Deforestation, Sierra Leone by Nick Gordon (Ardea), golden toads by M P L Fogden (Bruce Coleman Collection), damaged mangrove, New Guinea by Brecelj and Hodalic
(Still Pictures), two-bar anemone fish and damaged coral by E Bjurstrom (Bruce Coleman Collection)



Why is this happening? The answer is

economically complex, but ultimately quite simple.

We can’t calculate exact values for things that are

not bought and sold, or whose benefits lie in the

future. And even when we can estimate roughly

what those values are, politicians are often

unwilling to protect them. On the contrary, they

often make matters worse, by subsidising

activities, such as intensive farming, that accelerate

the loss of natural systems. 

In the end, we just don’t spend enough time, effort

and money, directly or indirectly, protecting the

things we instinctively value, and that are essential

for generating economic wealth. Indeed, we often

waste money destroying them.

Nature is one of the best examples where we’ve

failed every stakeholder – people, prosperity and

the planet. This makes no sense, not just from a

moral point of view, but from a hard economic

perspective as well.

why
is this happening?

Photos: Education, Silmiongon village by Mark Edwards (Still Pictures), family life,
Ghana by Ron Giling (Still Pictures), fishermen, Elephant Marsh, Malawi by Peter Cook
(OSF), school children, Zimbabwe by Jorgen Schytte (Still Pictures)



how can we save it?

The Cambridge–RSPB study concludes that for just

$50 billion a year we could protect natural services

worth about $5 trillion a year3. This means that for

an annual outlay of less than one sixteenth of the

global budget for defence we could protect global

nature effectively – forever. 

The economic benefits of global nature

conservation had not been calculated in 1992. But

the international community knew that nature was

worth preserving and agreed in Rio that it would

do so. The Convention on Biological Diversity was

designed to protect nature, to see that it was used

sustainably and to ensure that the benefits of using

it were shared fairly, especially between the north

and the south. Most importantly, developed

countries pledged to provide enough funds to

make these things happen. 

Since that time, developed countries have provided

very little funding and nature – and people – have

suffered around the world.

3 This amount includes the cost of buying, establishing and
managing reserves covering 15% of the world’s land area and
managing 30% of the oceans. 

Photos: Young explorers by Raj Kamal (OSF), Rajah Brooke’s birdwing by Dennis Avon (Ardea), children planting saplings, Tanzania by John Newby (Still Pictures)



● First and foremost, we call for an

international political declaration that the

value of wild nature is very high and that it

makes economic and social sense to

protect it adequately.

● We call on nations to commit to identifying

those areas within their boundaries that

are of global significance for nature.

Identified key biodiversity sites should be

listed in the National Biodiversity Action

Plans (NBAPs) already required as part of

the Convention on Biological Diversity.

● We call for a commitment, principally from

developed nations, to provide sufficient

funds to conserve those sites effectively

and to support local communities in doing

this.

● We call on the international community to

commit to gaining a fuller understanding of

the economic value of the services

provided by nature both inside and outside

protected areas, and to ensure those values

are taken into account in national and

international economic activity, through

taxes, subsidies and standards.

● We call for an international commitment to

remove subsidies that accelerate or intensify

damage to nature and the loss of value.

what
can we do now?

Photo: Siberian crane by Tom Ulrich (OSF)



BirdLife International is a global partnership of

conservation organisations, working in more than

100 countries worldwide, which together form the

leading authority on the status of birds, their habitats

and the issues and problems affecting bird life.

The BirdLife Programme focuses efforts around

four important aspects of bird conservation:

species, sites, habitats and people – the vital

elements of BirdLife’s work.

BirdLife International

Wellbrook Court

Girton Road

Cambridge CB3 0NA

UK

www.birdlife.net  Tel: + 44 1233 277318

BirdLife registered charity no 1042125

The RSPB works for a healthy environment rich in

birds and wildlife. It depends on the support and

generosity of others to make a difference. The

RSPB is the BirdLife Partner in the UK.

The RSPB UK Headquarters

The Lodge

Sandy

Bedfordshire SG19 2DL

UK

www.rspb.org.uk  Tel: + 44 1767 680551

RSPB registered charity no 207076

Photo:  Local boy in felled forest, Nigeria by Mark Edwards (Still Pictures)
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