
Protecting biodiversity
Solutions are also in the Global South



The complex interdependence between living beings, the functioning of 
ecosystems and the well-being of humans makes biodiversity a global 
challenge. It is particularly important for countries in the Global South, where 
the conservation of biodiversity and the improvement of living conditions for 
inhabitants must be coordinated; taking into account climate change, which 
often results in serious consequences. The aim is to preserve biodiversity in all 
its forms, to enable people to benefit sustainably from this biodiversity and 
the services it provides (feeding us, healing us, regulating climate and 
epidemics, regulating water flows, etc.) and to reduce socio-economic 
inequalities.

According to the IPBES1 (Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on 
Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services), one prime example is in the Asia-Pacific 
region, where fish populations will be totally depleted by 2048 if current 
fishing practices are maintained.

IRD participates in the work of the IPBES by providing scientific support based 
on the results of its research partnerships in the intertropical and 
Mediterranean areas. This research is resolutely geared towards defining 
recommendations and sustainable solutions. It helps to alert decision-makers 
and civil society: IRD is thus positioned at the heart of the debate in the 
political decision-making process. 

An equitable approach  
to a global challenge

Today, one in four mammals, one in eight birds, one third of 
coral reefs and 70% of plants are endangered: the erosion of 
biodiversity is strong. Additionally, 75% of the genetic diversity 
of agricultural crops has been lost to more uniform varieties. The 
reason for this decline : human activities, which affect not 
only emblematic species and ecosystems at the North Pole, 
in tropical forests or in the Great Barrier Reef, but all forms of 
life on Earth. Providing solutions to the challenges linked to 
biodiversity loss, as set out in the Sustainable Development 
Goals, requires research that brings together all actors of 
society: researchers from all disciplines, decision makers, 
donors, civil society and local populations.

This necessary interaction is at the heart of IRD’s research 
model based on an equitable and respectful scientific 
partnership. By studying ecological, social, economic and 
political mechanisms simultaneously, the Sustainability 
Science approach developed at IRD helps to think and design 
together more sustainable and ethical solutions to preserve 
biodiversity.

1  IPBES is an independent intergovernmental body, created in 2012, with nearly 140 member states. 
It provides policymakers with objective scientific assessments on the state of knowledge concerning 
biodiversity, ecosystems and their benefits for people, as well as tools and methods to protect and 
sustainably use these vital natural resources.

Exploring biodiversity, West Papua © IRD - Eric Bahuet
Scientist diving moving over a massif in search of organisms attached to or living 
on the bottom. Here, a crinoid in the beam of a dive light.
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Working for collaborative science
The deployment of research carried out by IRD depends on more than 2,000 
employees worldwide and on long-term, equitable collaborations with our 
scientific and academic partners in southern countries. To strengthen 
collaborative thinking on the challenges linked to biodiversity, IRD created a 
Biodiversity Knowledge Community, which promotes interdisciplinarity work 
between researchers - particularly between natural sciences and human and 
social sciences - but also through exchanges with society (https://www.ird.
fr/la-communaute-de-savoirs-biodiversite).
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IRD has set up interdisciplinary research facilities with its scientific partners in 
the Global South, which are deployed in Africa, Asia, Latin America and on the 
southern shores of the Mediterranean. They promote the emergence of 
sustainable and autonomous research teams and structures in the South. 

The Young Teams Associated with IRD (JEAI), the International Joint 
Laboratories (LMI) and the International Research Networks South (IRN/GDRI-
Sud) are all tools that build capacity by creating joint research teams capable 
of working on the understanding of interactions between species and their 
environments as well as on the direct (overexploitation, changes in land use) 
and indirect (pollution, climate change) impacts of human activities.

Long-term research facilities
around the globe

FACILITIES WORKING ON 

BIODIVERSITY BY REGION

Photographing herbarium plates, French Guiana © IRD - Sophie Gonzalez
Based in Cayenne, the IRD Herbarium of French Guiana is dedicated to the study and knowledge of the flora and vegetation of French Guiana.

https://www.ird.fr/la-communaute-de-savoirs-biodiversite
https://www.ird.fr/la-communaute-de-savoirs-biodiversite


Axes for protecting global biodiversity

IRD bases its solutions for protecting biodiversity on a balance between the needs of populations and the sustainable use of resources. The solutions must also contribute 
to reducing human inequalities while ensuring that any regulatory and legislative measures are accepted by society.

THE POST-2020 

GLOBAL BIODIVERSITY FRAMEWORK

COP15 (Montreal, Canada, 2022) aims for a new global framework to halt 
biodiversity loss by 2030. There is an urgent need for action as the targets set 
for the period 2010-2020 have not been met. The global framework includes 
targets for action by 2030, including the conservation of 30% of the world’s 
land and marine areas.

Through collaborative research and its participation in the scientific 
assessments of the IPBES, IRD contributes to the implementation of solutions 
in the Global South in line with this framework.

30% OF PROTECTED AREAS

Protected areas play an important role in biodiversity conservation on the local 
to the global scale. Currently 16% of land and 8% of marine areas have 
protected area status. According to a scientific analysis co-published by IRD and 
the Muséum national d’histoire naturelle in July 2021, increasing the surface 
area of protected areas would be favorable to biodiversity. However, it is 
important to take certain precautions. The note recommends :

�  ensuring a proper management and maintaining a real protection status, 

�  avoiding conflicts with neighboring populations through shared and accepted 
management, 

�  enriching these areas with local knowledge, practices and traditional uses of 
biodiversity, 

�  and taking into account the choice of local populations regarding the future of 
their territories. 

RECOGNIZING THE RIGHTS OF NATURE

The recognition of nature as a subject with rights is a relevant solution to 
ensure a greater protection of biodiversity. Today, only humans, legal persons, 
associations and commercial enterprises have this status. 

What does it mean for nature to have the status of a legal person?

The possibility to intervene in a lawsuit to defend its rights. Currently, when 
an infringement on nature occurs, if there are no repercussions on the 
property of a legal subject, legal action is complicated or even impossible.

In 2022, IRD together with its partners submitted a voluntary commitment to 
the UN: to carry out a scientific feasibility study to recognize the Mediterranean 
Sea as a legal subject. This project, entitled MerMed, will eventually lead to 
better protection of marine biodiversity.

THE NAGOYA PROTOCOL 

The 2014 Nagoya Protocol was ratified by many countries. Its main objectives 
are to ensure the conservation of biodiversity and local knowledge, and to 
guarantee sustainable use while ensuring the equitable sharing of the 
benefits derived from it. To achieve this, it requires increased transparency 
and traceability for providers and users of genetic resources or associated 
knowledge.

In 2016, IRD created a Nagoya committee to assist researchers in their access 
to biodiversity and benefit-sharing (ABS) procedures. Respecting the spirit of 
ABS provides guidelines for IRD’s actions when regulations leave room for 
interpretation and arbitration becomes necessary. This ethical commitment 
motivates the Institut’s benefit-sharing approach even when the use of 
resources takes place outside the biological (according to the definition of the 
genetic resource) or temporal (according to the date) perimeter of application 
of the regulations.

Participatory mapping workshop on coastal cultural heritage, Marquesas Islands © IRD - Pierre Ottino
Working session in the framework of collective workshops on coastal toponymy - Fenua ‘Enata/Henua ‘Enana - with IRD researchers, Marquesas inhabitants (including representatives of 
cultural and environmental associations of the Marquesas Motu Haka), UNESCO and MPA representatives.



Solutions are also in the Global South
To protect biodiversity and enable human populations to benefit from the 
services it provides, we need a better understanding of how biodiversity 
interacts with human societies at all scales (social, economic, anthropological, 
legal, etc.). The research conducted by IRD aims to make these interactions 
sustainable.

PRESERVING BIODIVERSITY TO ENSURE 

FOOD SECURITY

Human and animal species are not the only ones threatened by the current 
crises. Plant species are too. And through them, our entire food security is at 
stake. According to the FAO (Food and Agriculture Organisation of the United 
Nations), plants account for more than 80% of human food, and are used to 
feed livestock, poultry and some farmed fish.

Land use calls for a compromise: conserving as much of the natural ecosystems 
as possible while maintaining sufficient cultivated areas. Farming systems must 
be sustainable and keep the soil functioning well.

Several initiatives have been implemented to preserve this diversity through 
infrastructure. This is the case of ARCAD, the Agropolis Resource Centre for 
Crop Conservation, Adaptation and Diversity.

It brings together the strengths of IRD, CIRAD, INRAE and Montpellier SupAgro 
around a common project on agrobiodiversity that is resolutely transdisciplinary. 
One of the objectives is to innovate in the use of plant biodiversity, particularly 
by highlighting the wealth of seed producers in the Global South.

PREVENTING THE EMERGENCE OF ZOONOSES

Health is one of the fields where recent advances are the most important. 
They highlight strong interactions with biodiversity, as shown by the Covid-19 
pandemic. IRD is developing research in this field, showing, for example, the 
correlation between biological diversity and the risk of spreading diseases 
between animals and humans. The emergence of zoonosis-related crises is 
accelerating: 75% of new human infectious diseases originate from animal 
reservoirs and are due to pressures on biodiversity.

The One Health approach adopted by IRD highlights the interdependence 
between environmental, animal and human health. It is a holistic way of 
thinking based on the simple principle that human health can only be 
protected through the health of animals and their interactions with the 
environment. PREZODE (Preventing zoonotic disease emergence) is an 
international initiative whose ambition is to understand the risks of 
emergence of zoonotic infectious diseases. It aims to develop innovative 
methods to improve prevention, early detection and resilience to ensure a 
rapid response to the risks of emerging infectious diseases of animal origin. 
Initiated by IRD, INRAE and CIRAD, 170 partners and 12 governments are 
participating in the PREZODE initiative.

Agroecology in Tunisia © IRD - IRA - Christian Lamontagne
Compost production from palm tree residues, Institut des régions arides (IRA) experimental plot in the Kebili oasis.

https://www.arcad-project.org/other/all-news


AN INTEGRATED APPROACH 

TO FIGHTING CLIMATE CHANGE 

AND BIODIVERSITY LOSS

The fights against climate change and biodiversity loss are inextricably linked, 
but they are also at the intersection of many other concerns: health, social, 
economic and political.

IRD’s research is based on the co-construction of knowledge and know-how, 
based on collaboration between scientists from different disciplines and non-
academic actors, in a participatory and committed approach.

The transdisciplinary Life without ice project, led by IRD and INRAE and 
supported by the BNP PARIBAS Foundation, is part of a sustainable science 
approach. It aims to study the physical, ecological and social consequences of 
glacier extinction on a global scale. By 2100, glaciologists estimate that the 
total mass of glaciers worldwide will have decreased by 35-55%, and up to 
90% in Europe and tropical regions. The unique biodiversity living on or near 
glaciers is therefore bound to disappear. Life without ice aims to develop 
adaptive solutions in collaboration with local communities.

Ice Memory expedition, Bolivia © Sarah Del Ben / Wild Touch / UGA Foundation / IRD
Drilling ice cores on Mount Illimani in Bolivia. Ice contains a wealth of information on past variations in climate, the environment and especially atmospheric composition.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NKVB7ZsVlL4


A win-win approach to research, 
expertise, training and sharing  
for the benefit of Southern countries
IRD pays particular attention to youth. It supports the training of young 
scientists in the Global South in local higher education and research, while 
promoting their integration into international scientific networks. It also 
helps to facilitate the employability of young graduates. Of the 130 ARTS 
grants (research grants for a thesis in the Global South) currently in progress 
in 2022, 13 deal with topics related to biodiversity conservation. These grants 
provide support for three years to young doctoral students to carry out their 
thesis while alternating between an IRD laboratory and a laboratory in the 
Global South.

Between 2017 and 2021, more than 650 publications with at least one IRD 
author have been published on the theme of biodiversity, and nearly three 
quarters of them are co-published with a partner from the Global South.

Participative science, Senegal © IRD - Patrice Brehmer
Raising awareness of the youth of Ngor on the importance of macro-algae 
ecosystems and the preservation of the oceans.

Interview ePOP project, Vanuatu © ePOP - RFI Planète Radio / IRD Mina Vilayleck
Interview with the chief of the Mele tribe and making of a smartphone video by a 
young «ePOPer».

Sharing and appropriating knowledge

Attached to the science-society dialogue, IRD deploys with RFI-Planète radio 
the international ePOP project on the five continents of the world. Followed 
by a community of 100,000 people, young people produce videos relaying the 
observations and questions of populations affected by the consequences of 
environmental and climate change. The 2021 edition of the annual ePOP 
contest collected more than 250 videos, testimonials on the impacts of global 
changes.

Through Youth Clubs, IRD researchers and their educational and associative 
partners coordinate action programmes for youth. They promote the appro-
priation of scientific knowledge by citizens. In 2021-2022, 19 youth clubs 
were created in nine countries - nearly 400 secondary school students were 
mobilized around the challenges of biodiversity and climate change.
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Cover photo copyright :
Canopy of the New Caledonian forest © IRD - Jean-Michel Boré
Like 13 out of 19 species of the Araucaria genus, the colonial pine (Araucaria columnaris) is endemic to New Caledonia. It is the famous tree 
that covers the Isle of Pines to which it gave its name. This tree grows very tall, forming a column that can reach 50 m.


