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WHAT IS BIODIVERSITY

Biological diversity or biodiversity refers to the variety and abundance of plants, animals and micro-
organisms as well as the ecosystems and ecological processes to which they belong. Biodiversity is
considered at three levels - the diversity of genes, of species and of ecosystems. Genetic diversity is the
total genetic information contained in the genes of individual organisms. Species diversity refers to the
variety of living organisms. Ecosystem diversity refers to the diversity of habitats, biological
communities as also the variety «.7 ecological processes within ecosystems.

Biological diversit;y provides direct economic benefits in the form of food, medicines and industrial raw
matenals. Genes from the wild are vital for developing new agricultural and medicinal products.
Biodiversity rich areas generate substantial economic benefits from tourism. The other category of
benefits provided by biodiversity are ecosystem services such as maintenance of soil fertility, regulation
of water cycles, purification of waters, moderation of climate, degrading and recycling waste material
etc. All these are clearly vital to human survival and development. From an ethical viewpoint, it is well
recognised that biodiversity has an intrinsic value in itself independent of its value to humanity. Yet, in
the present day matenalistic world, the primary focus is on the direct economic value of biodiversity.
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Why conserve biodiversity ?

Humanity derives all of its foc.d and many medicines and industnial products from biodiversity in the
wild as well as from 'domesticated' components of biodiversity. Once, almost all medicines came from
anmimal and plant products. Even today almost 80 per cent of people in developing countries rely on
traditional medicine for primary health care. Ecenomic gains from biodiversity in terms of recreation

and tourism are considerable with arcund US $ 12 billion being gencrated in revenues world wide
through nature tourism.

To the scientist the unknown potential of genes, species and ecosystems provides a perpetual challenge
with unlimited opporiunities for research and exrioration. Tonserving biodiversity could provide a
safety net for human survival, allowing humans the opiios of {uture access to species and associated
ecosystems necessary for sustaining life. ‘

Biodiversity conservation goes beyond the goals of iraditional nature conservation. It encompasses
protection of nature from the adverse impacts of human activities. But it also envisages the meeting of
people's needs from the ~ianned and sustainable utilisation of biodiversity components.

Loss of biodiversity

Biodiversity is, at present, being lost at an alarming rate. During the last 200 million years, something
like 90 species became extinct in each century due to natural evolutionary processes, though,
simultaneously evolution brought forth new life forms, replacing species that were lost. Today, the
extinction rate is approximately 40,000 times higher than before with mass extinction posing a threat

surpassing all others in the past. Also, conditions for the evolution of new species are at their worst.
This loss is worldwide.

Implications of the loss of biodiversity

At the genetic and species level, loss of biodiversity indirectly or directly means the loss of several
products that human beings derive from the biological wealth of the earth. Agriculture, for example has
been and will be further imperiled by this loss. Less diversity in crops makes them prone to pests and







