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The Conservation Strategies Unit’s mission is to anticipate the challenges and opportunities of
large-scale conservation, and to identify and promote innovative and targeted responses. Through our
commitment to learning, we work with WWF conservation practitioners, colleagues in the conservation
community, and other influential stakeholders. We orchestrate networking, communications, technical
support, capacity building, training, and research. Drawing on global, interdisciplinary expertise,
our teams aim to guide critical thinking and shape conservation best practices to strengthen WWF’s
collective and positive impact on biodiversity.
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Landscapes

When the century began, people still thought of the planet as infinite in its
bounty. The highest mountains were still unclimbed, the ocean depths never
visited, the vast wildernesses stretched across equatorial continents. Now
we have all but finished mapping the physical world, and we have taken
the measure of our dwindling resources. In one lifetime exploding human
populations have reduced wilderness to threatened nature reserves…
Troubled by what we have wrought, we have begun to turn our role from
local conqueror to global steward.
— E D WA R D O. W I L S O N , 1994

Natural resources and systems are facing serious risks.
One quarter to one half of the Earth’s species could become
extinct within the next 30 years—a rate that parallels
or even exceeds the rate of mass extinctions in the past.
The growth of human populations and the ways in which
resources are consumed are central factors in determining
whether the Earth’s wealth of biodiversity is sustained,
severely degraded, or lost altogether.
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The Population /Environment Connection

I

n October 1999, global population reached 6

challenge to—the achievement of globally significant

billion people. In half a century (2050), the United

conservation goals.

Nations estimates that 9.3 billion people will

inhabit the planet—nearly four times as many as lived 50

As more and more people depend on the shrinking

years ago in 1950. Such rapid growth places increasing

resource base, animals and plants are being displaced.

pressure on people and their environment. As human

Ecosystems no longer function as they should and

populations increase and the rate of natural resource use

human livelihoods are becoming increasingly tenuous. A

Earth’s land

grows, the natural environment is transformed. Already,

wealth of evidence showing an inextricable link between

has been altered for

half of the Earth’s land has been altered for human

the health and well being of people and the natural

uses, and half of the planet’s rivers have been dammed.

world, has mobilized the design of new, integrated

In some places, ecosystems are disappearing entirely.

approaches to conservation and human development.

Terrestrial and aquatic ecosystems are showing extreme

These approaches need to address both the management

have been dammed.

signs of stress.

and use of natural resources by human populations. The

In some places,

Already, half of the

human uses, and
half of the planet’s rivers

underlying characteristics of population and environ-

ecosystems are

In response to the damage to natural systems posed

ment interactions must also be influenced. Further

by human activities, WWF is working to conserve

compounding this challenge is the role that poverty plays

biological diversity at broader, ecoregional scales.

in the population/environment equation, reinforcing

Ecoregions are large geographic areas (often crossing

high fertility rates and displacing people with limited

national borders) that are home to a distinct and diverse

rights and opportunities to marginal lands.

group of plant and animal species and ecological
conditions. To focus its and others’ efforts to protect

In response to the growing scale of population/environ-

biodiversity, WWF identified the Global 200, the land

ment connections and collisions, WWF is increasingly

and water ecoregions that are among the ecologically

engaged in designing and implementing actions that

richest, rarest, and most endangered on the planet.

respond to population pressures and the growing

These ecoregions set the stage for conserving biodiver-

footprint on the environment. These actions—ranging

sity at the broadest scale on which nature operates. As

from information and education programs, to advocacy,

WWF works at these larger scales, human population

to field-based collaborations and interventions—are

dynamics, including migration and consumption

targeted at mitigating the complex impacts that popula-

patterns, are emerging as a critical factor in—and a

tion has on the environment.
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disappearing entirely.

It is clear that the relationship between population

THE FOUR CASES

dynamics and the environment is neither uniform nor

WWF presents four case studies in Disappearing

simple. Where natural population growth is the

Landscapes: The Population/Environment Connection.

identified pressure, then family planning, information

These are Lake Nakuru, Kenya; the Spiny Forest,

sharing, and education will be required. Where

Madagascar; Southeastern Rivers and Streams, USA;

Three additional Earths

migration, driven by poverty, conflict, or a failure of

and the Chocó-Darién Moist Forests, Latin America’s

would be needed

governance systems is the critical pressure, a range

Pacific Coast.

if all 6 billion

of policy and planning interventions may be needed.
And where changing patterns of land use are being

of the world’s people

The cases are a snapshot of the connections between

driven by the shifting consumption patterns of urban

human populations and biodiversity in four Global 200

were to use

populations, new business-environment partnerships

ecoregions. The cases document WWF’s initial

and education programs should be pursued.

interventions at program and policy levels, actions that

resources with the
same intensity
as do those living in
the United States.

aim to mitigate the impact of emerging population
WWF believes that with increasing human population

pressures. Many of the activities described were carried

pressures from growth, migration, and consumption

out in partnership with, among others, regional

there is a renewed sense of urgency in combating biodi-

and local nongovernmental organizations (NGOs)

versity loss. As a result, and focused on the Global 200,

working on health, education, literacy, land rights, and

WWF has redefined its population efforts to be part of

sustainable resources use; government planning

our daily business in conservation education and com-

commissions and policy-making bodies; community-

munication programs as well as in its global work on

based governance structures; and farmers, women’s

threats and resources. Through partnerships designed to

groups, young people, and weekend conservationists.

help slow population growth by increasing people’s
access to reproductive health care, by improving girls’

The interventions presented in Disappearing Landscapes

educational opportunities to reduce inequity and

represent some early steps to achieving a healthy

improve standards of living for families, or through wise

balance between people and nature. WWF recognizes

land and resource planning schemes that reduce land

the magnitude of the dynamics involved when human

conversion for urban sprawl, WWF is committed to

populations and their demands and needs grow and

delivering appropriate and comprehensive responses to

collide with the conservation of biodiversity. As the

address population and environment challenges.

cases illustrate, WWF’s responses—some nascent,
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many small—are evolving. Critical to this evolution

What the four cases in Disappearing Landscapes make

is the growing recognition that WWF cannot address

real is the scope and complexity of biodiversity

the full extent of the population/environment

conservation and population dynamics and human

connection alone.

development. It is numbers of people, their rate of
growth and distribution, and resource consumption

WHY THESE CASE STUDIES?

patterns, all taken together, that determine the form

WWF’s intent in publishing these case studies is to

and intensity of their impact (e.g., a recent estimate

stimulate and contribute to a dialogue about population

suggests that three additional Earths would be needed

dynamics and their impact on conservation of biodiver-

if all 6 billion of the world’s people were to use resources

sity. WWF hopes that these cases will stimulate others

with the same intensity as do those living in the United

to review their own programs and contribute to the

States). The cases also document the speed with which

design of a new generation of action so that joint

change is taking place, as exemplified by transformed

interventions that will meet the challenges of today and

landscapes and livelihoods in Kenya.

create the opportunities for a more sustainable future.
Time is one of the most challenging factors. As human

Despite the dynamism of human populations and the

populations and the intensity of resource use increase,

natural environment, it is structural factors—poverty,

environmental stresses are augmented, thus there is an

low status of women, gender inequality and inequity in

urgent need for swift and targeted responses by all

households and societies, limited access to health and

components of society—governments, international

education, constrained economic opportunities,

development agencies, research institutes, the private

development pressures, poor planning, and outsized

sector, NGO and civil society groups, communities,

consumption patterns— that are the drivers behind

and individuals.

the pressures facing biodiversity in the Global 200.
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In the Spiny Forest Ecoregion of southwestern

And in the conservation area of Lake Nakuru, Kenya,

Madagascar, for example, slash and burn agriculture and

significant in-migration and high fertility have con-

associated migration were once sustainable strategies for

tributed to the national park being surrounded by a sea

coping with harsh climatic conditions. They are no

of people. Now the ecology of the lake itself is changing

longer, due to rapid population growth, fast-expanding

due to runoff from deforested land, urban wastes, and

WWF is committed to

domestic and international markets for low-input cash

industrial pollutants.

achieving a

crops, growing demands from urban migrants for wood

sustainable balance

products and charcoal, and limited legal protection of

The case studies in Disappearing Landscapes present a

forests, all of which are fueling deforestation.

number of the key population/environment connections

between human needs
and the needs
of the natural world.

that WWF and its partners are facing, and describe
In the southeastern United States (the Southeast Rivers

actions designed to have a positive impact on both

and Streams Ecoregion) fertility rates (the number of

biodiversity and human development. They present

children born to each woman) are well below the global

four views of the natural world, its varied relationship

average. However, the population has increased substan-

to human populations, and the need for increasingly

tially over the past 10 years as people from other parts

targeted, innovative and adaptive responses. The lessons

of the United States and overseas move to the area.

of Disappearing Landscapes demonstrate how critical

Minimal land use planning or regulation has led to

it is to prioritize joint conservation and development

urban and suburban sprawl, while increased demands for

action where the connections between biodiversity

roads, houses (many vast in size), and water are putting

resources and the state of human need are creating the

extreme pressure on the region’s rivers and streams,

greatest pressure. By offering these examples of the

some of the most diverse aquatic habitat in the world.

population/environment connection, WWF hopes to

In the Chocó-Darién Moist Forest Ecoregion, which

generate increased discussion and collaboration among

stretches along Latin America’s northern Pacific Coast,

individuals and organizations committed to achieving

development pressure coupled with poor governance

a sustainable balance between human needs and the

systems is driving a pattern of migration and coloniza-

needs of the natural world.

tion that is threatening both the status and sustainability
of local communities and the forests and species that
depend on them.
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