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On 30 September, the United Nations 
held its first-ever summit dedicated  
to preserving nature, led by speakers  
at the UN’s New York City Headquarters, 
followed by virtual remarks from well over 
100 leaders worldwide.

It was hardly a celebration, of course. 
In sombre opening remarks, UN Sec-
retary-General António Guterres linked 
biodiversity to human health, livelihoods 
and economics, warning that: "A plan-
etary emergency is upon us. Driven by 
the dual threats of the climate crisis and 
biodiversity collapse, this emergency is 
threatening people and planet," he said  
in a video message to the Leaders' Pledge 
for Nature.

"We are at war with nature. And nature  
is fighting back.”

The event was, however, surrounded 
by some promising developments. 
Some 76 leaders and heads of state, 
including Emmanuel Macron (France), 
Angela Merkel (Germany), Justin Trudeau 
(Canada), Jacinda Ardern (New Zealand) 
and Boris Johnson (UK), have now signed 
a newly-created Leaders’ Pledge for 
Nature (leaderspledgefornature.org), 
committing to, for example, clamping 
down on pollution, embracing sustain-
able economic systems and eliminating 
the dumping of plastic waste in oceans 
by the middle of the century. Others 
included the leaders of Bangladesh, 
Bhutan, Colombia, Costa Rica, Fiji, Kenya, 
Seychelles, and Mexico.

The Leaders’ Pledge for Nature states 
that “A transformative change is needed: 
We cannot simply carry on as before.” 
Signatories committed to putting 
wildlife and the climate at the heart of 
post-pandemic economic recovery plans, 
promising to address the climate crisis, 
deforestation, ecosystem degradation 
and pollution.”
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In a combative, odd-man-out summit 
address, Brazilian president Jair Bolson-
aro distanced himself from other leaders 
who recognize the urgency and severity 
of the nature crisis, attacked “interna-
tional greed” over the Amazon rainforest, 
and pledged to develop “the huge wealth 
of resources in the Brazilian territory.”

Even as he spoke, further documentation 
of our destruction of nature arrived in 
the form of a report, led by the UK’s Royal 
Botanical Gardens, Kew, in which some 
210 scientists from 42 countries found  
40 percent of the world’s plant species  
at risk of extinction.

To no one’s surprise, the United States 
did not contribute to a summit statement 
nor sign the Leaders’ Pledge. Joining 
the United States were Australia, China, 
India, and Russia, among the conspicu-
ous no-shows.

The absence of the major polluters is 
quite perplexing. As pointed out to the 
British newspaper, The Guardian, Sir 
Robert Watson, one of today’s foremost 
biodiversity thought leaders, said: “Many 
of the most important countries in the 
world that are causing climate change 
due to their emissions of greenhouse 
gases, and/or are destroying their biodi-
versity, are not signatories to this pledge. 
Without these countries, we cannot 
succeed in achieving the Paris Climate 
goal or halting and ultimately reversing 
the loss of biodiversity.”

In Rio de Janeiro 28 years ago, the 
Convention on Biological Diversity, or the 
UN Biodiversity Treaty, was created with 
the agreement of 168 countries and now 
has near-universal membership (with 
the United States and Vatican City the 
sole outliers). Its three objectives are the 
conservation of biological diversity, its 
sustainable use, and access and bene-
fit-sharing of genetic resources.

But after almost three decades, have 
we come any closer to meeting these 
objectives?

Natural habitats continue to disappear, 
vast numbers of species are threatened 
with extinction, and RM2 trillion of envi-
ronmentally damaging government subsi-
dies — notably for agriculture, fossil fuels 

and fishing — remain in place, dwarfing 
investments in nature’s protection.

Not only does this failure to act threaten 
to unleash future pandemics with mil-
lion-person tolls and multi-trillion dollar 
costs, it undermines the Paris agreement 
on climate and the sustainable develop-
ment goals agreed to in 2015.

There is a major push being made for 
governments to collectively set aside  
30 percent of the planet's land and sea 
areas for conservation, led by the Cam-
paign for Nature.

Currently, about 17 per cent of the world's 
land falls into areas that receive some 
form of protection. The figure is more 
dismal for the marine and coastal areas. 
Scientists have said the world may need 
more than 30 percent to survive, if not 
thrive.

Its urgency was underlined last May in a 
joint statement by the Global Steering 
Committee (GSC) of the Campaign for 
Nature, formed to promote that objec-
tive as the world looks to agree on new 
decadal biodiversity goals next year.

I am a proud member of the committee, 
which is led by Russ Feingold, former 
United States Senator and former Special 
Envoy to the Great Lakes Region of Africa.

About this paper
This paper is an outcome of the GFCC 
Now. Bridge. Reboot. conversation 
series (conversations.thegfcc.org), 
which featured business, research, policy 
and thought leaders from 30 countries 
in eight live dialogues on the lessons 
learned from the COVID-19 crisis and the 
trends emerging for the future economy.

We invited the participants of this dia-
logues series to reflect on the challenges 
and issues associated with leadership 
during the current crisis and in the world 
that we are seeing emerge out of it.

Learn more about the GFCC Now. Bridge. 
Reboot. conversation series at 
conversations.thegfcc.org.

Watch the conversation
Zakri Abdul Hamid participated in the 
"Turning knowledge into impact" conver-
sation May 27. Watch the session on the 
GFCC YouTube channel.

"Science may have all 
the answers, but without 
political leadership, in 
particular among the 
bigger countries, the 
war to save nature may 
be futile. The plea from 
UN Secretary-General 
Antonio Guterres calling 
for political will to stop 
biodiversity loss may fall 
on deaf ears."

http://conversations.thegfcc.org/
http://conversations.thegfcc.org/
http://www.youtube.com/c/GlobalFederationofCompetitivenessCouncils
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The Global Federation of 
Competitiveness Councils
The GFCC is a global multi-stakeholder 
membership organization that has univer-
sities, corporations, government agencies 
and private sector industry organizations 
and councils as members. Combining 
its members and fellows, the GFCC has 
a footprint in more than 30 countries. 
Leaders and organizations in our network 
strive to advance innovation, productivity 
and prosperity in their nations, regions 
and cities. 

To know more about the GFCC, visit our 
website or contact info@thegfcc.org.

/GlobalFederationofCompetitive-
nessCouncils

www.thegfcc.org

 @thegfcc

 /thegfcc/

 the-global-federation-of- 
 competitiveness-councils/

He is supported by former presidents 
José María Figueres (Costa Rica), Oluse-
gun Obasanjo (Nigeria), Mary Robinson 
(Ireland), Olafur Ragnar Grimsson (Ice-
land), Ellen Johnson Sirleaf (Liberia), and 
Ernest Bai Koroma (Sierra Leone); former 
prime minister Hailemariam Desalegn 
(Ethiopia); former executive secretary  
of the United Nations Framework Con-
vention on Climate Change Christiana 
Figueres; former foreign ministers Amre 
Moussa (Egypt), Tzipi Livni (Israel), and 
Susana Malcorra (Argentina); former dep-
uty prime minister Yongyuth Yuthavong 
(Thailand); former environment minister 
Emil Salim (Indonesia); and U.S. Con-
gresswoman Deb Haaland, an honorary 
member.

The GSC urges today's world leaders 
to invest in nature as a core element 
of plans for post-pandemic economic 
recovery. Protected areas offer a well-
known range of all-too-often overlooked 
benefits, foremost among which is 
preventing the mass extinction of plants, 
animals and microorganisms that keep 
our air clean, our water pure, and our food 
supplies plentiful.

Science may have all the answers, but 
without political leadership, in particular 
among the bigger countries, the war to 
save nature may be futile. The plea from 
UN Secretary-General Guterres calling 
for political will to stop biodiversity loss 
may fall on deaf ears. 

For this writer, with nearly four decades 
of experience in international biodiver-
sity governance, the threat posed by the 
unprecedented and accelerating decline 
of nature is an existential one for our 
human race. The COVID-19 pandemic is 
simply the latest illustration of the severe 
consequences of our war on nature.
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