
Ju
ne

 2
01

8 
- n

°3
53

RED LIST I PROTECTED AREAS  I OCEANS & POLES I WORLD HERITAGE

NATURE
A CALL FOR

The International Union for Conservation of Nature�:
70 years of actions and commitments



Make a commitment
        with 

HELP US PROTECT NATURE ! 
With your support, IUCN can continue to grow  conservation knowledge
for the benefit of nature and men.

Join us to shape a more just world that properly values 
nature and conserves it. Together we can influence, 
encourage and help societies worldwide to safeguard 
nature’s integrity and diversity, and to ensure that 
natural resources are always used in a fair and 
environmentally sustainable way.
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STRENGTH IN UNITY

OLIVIER THEVENET I
t would be easy, at fi rst glance, for us to give the International Union 
for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) the uninviting nickname that 
General de Gaulle used for the United Nations: the “machin” [thing, 
thingy, whatdyamacallit – Translator’s Note]. A head offi  ce on the 
banks of Lake Geneva in Switzerland; a community of international 
experts; pages upon pages of reports; programmes and projects with 
multiple and obscure acronyms… But to stick with this fi rst – and 
false – impression would mean making a judgement far removed 

from the reality of a non-governmental organisation which, for the past 70 
years, has set itself the objective of protecting the world’s biodiversity while 
being mindful not to pit man against nature. And that is a massive chal-
lenge, given how carelessly humans treat their only planet.

Many indicators are fl ashing red: global warming, deforestation, extinction 
of species, all kinds of pollution... The scorecard makes gloomy reading, and 
the future looks sombre indeed.

AND YET, THROUGH  IUCN, countries are making commitments; experts 
all over the world are pooling their forces and knowledge; and governmental 
and civil organisations are striving daily to ensure that humankind does 
not develop at nature’s expense. An eclectic body, with a wealth of widely-
sourced expertise, IUCN is now a vital link in protecting nature worldwide. 
Its work, programmes and actions not only advance understanding, they 
also encourage governments and companies to go further, or at least to 
make good on their pledges.

The news is far from good, but there is still time for us to mobilise and “pull 
back from the cliff  edge”. Nicolas Hulot, France’s Minister for Ecological and 
Inclusive Transition, underscores this urgency in an interview he gave us (p. 
20): “Today, I want to spark a burst of indignation and reaction, because the 
erosion of biodiversity is a slow poison in the veins of humanity.” With this 
special edition devoted to IUCN’s 70th anniversary, Terre Sauvage is teaming 
with this great organisation to draw a� ention to nature’s fragilities, and to 
show why it is essential for our life on Earth. We also wanted to emphasise 
that humans, when they want to, can be nature’s closest ally. �

Editor

Join Terre Sauvage on
Facebook “f ” Logo CMYK / .ai Facebook “f ” Logo CMYK / .ai

Grin or growl�? Tell us what you think of Terre Sauvage�! 
Write to: courrier@terre-sauvage.com, or join us on Facebook, Twi� er and Instagram.

THANK YOU �: This special 
edition of Terre Sauvage was 
produced in close partnership 
with IUCN. The editorial team of 
Terre Sauvage would  to thank 
especially all the teams of experts 
who helped us to produce this 
edition, in particular�: Valérie 
Batselaere, Goska Bonnaveira, 
Leigh Ann Hurt, Ewa Magiera, 
Marc Magaud, Corbe�  Nash, 
Alain Pirlot, Aurélie Spadone, 
Ricardo Tejada and Célia 
Zwahlen. Our very special thanks 
go to Simon Bradley for his 
pivotal role in this project.
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PREFACE

“IUCN protects nature 
for its intrinsic 
value, and also for 
future generations.” 

FOR NATURE  
AND FOR PEOPLE

T
erre Sauvage regularly captures in its pages the 
tremendous beauty of nature, from remarkable 
alpine summits to the vibrant heat of the African 
savanna, teeming with life. Terre Sauvage also 
reminds us that nature, beyond its beauty, is essen-
tial for human survival: it makes our existence pos-
sible by supplying the air we breathe, the water we 
drink and the food we eat. This year, the internatio-

nal Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) celebrates its 70th anni-
versary. Since it was founded in 1948, IUCN has strived to safeguard 
the planet’s natural treasures. It protects nature for its intrinsic value, 
and also for everyone’s good and future generations.

To mark This anniversary, Terre Sauvage is celebrating our 
organisation’s track record in a special edition. At its inception, IUCN 
was the first environmental union created on a planetary scale. Today, 
it is an international authority on the status of nature and natural 
resources worldwide, and on measures to conserve them. France has 
been an important partner ever since our Union was established in 
Fontainebleau, and we are delighted to see these ties strengthened with 
the announcement that Marseille will host the next IUCN Congress.

This special ediTion inviTes you on a journey through the 
tropical forests of Indonesia and the ecosystems of the sea bed. A journey 
during which you will also discover the scope of IUCN’s missions and 
the people who make up the Union. Lastly, this journey will highlight 
the role played by the Union in implementing solutions to meet the most 
pressing global challenges.

How can people be provided with food and livelihoods while species 
such as the Bornean Orangutan or the nocturnal Aye-aye Lemur are pro-
tected? How can resources that are vital for a growing world population 
be guaranteed while the planet’s environmental cycles are preserved? 
How can nature be turned into a powerful ally to tackle climate change 
and to ensure food security and access to water, as well as addressing 
many other urgent issues that humans now face? 

These are hard questions to answer, but the global community is com-
mitted to protecting natural habitats and their species, and is endeavou-
ring to meet the challenge. IUCN, which brings together more than 1,300 
member organisations – both governmental and civil society – and some 
10,000 experts, is continuing to work for a sustainable future where 
human progress, economic development and nature conservation move 
forward together.  6

Inger Andersen
Director General, IUCN 
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CUSTODIAN
Arizona, United States

Minden Pict. / tiM Fitzharris / BiosPhoto

E quipped with thorns, the Saguaro 
seems to be standing guard at the 
foot of Superstition Mountains 

in Arizona. This cactus can live to be 
200  years old and reach 18  metres in 
height, and its imposing profile has featu-
red in many western movies. But unfor-
tunately the icon, which is found in the 
United States and Mexico, is under threat 
from livestock farming and urbanisation.

LEAST CONCERNLC
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STORM
Borneo, Malaysia

Mint iMages / Frans Lanting / BiosPhoto

Clinging to its mushroom, this flying 
frog looks like a shipwreck survivor 
hanging on to a frail raft as the storm 

rages. The species, the Panther Flying Frog 
(Rhacophorus pardalis), found in Sumatra, 
Borneo and the Philippines, is not in danger 
of extinction, but its population is declining 
under the hammer blows of deforestation.

LEAST CONCERNLC
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EYE TO EYE
Ardèche, France

siMon Bugnon

Late June and summer has settled on 
this southern county’s garrigue scru-
bland. Three-winged animals are 

fixed to the same perch. A marbled white 
looks down on two antlions in a near mirror 
image. A picture of calmness and sensual 
pleasure… It should not be forgotten, how- 
ever, that these insects, discreet countryside 
heroes, are disappearing on a massive scale.

LEAST CONCERNLC
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Back in the 1910s,  
Paul Sarasin had already 
campaigned the creation  
of an international body  
to handle nature protection.  
A commission was set up, but  
the adventure was curtailed  
by World War I. Only in 1948  
did Sarasin’s idea come  
to fruition.

5 October 1948: IUCN 
(initially called IUPN) is founded 
after an international conference 
in Fontainebleau, France.

The Duke of Edinburgh,  
WWF President Emeritus, and 
Ashok Khosla, IUCN President 

from 2008 to 2012, at Buckingham 
Palace in December 2011.
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IUCN:  
WHAT A STORY!

by samuel baunée

At the dawn of the 20th century, a Swiss doctor grew alarmed at the harmful 
effects of progress on nature, and had the idea of creating an international 
alliance of naturalists. Only two world wars later did his wish come true…

W
as it to echo the founding of the 
United Nations in 1945 that 
some well-intentioned men 
created, on a land still warm 
from bombs that reduced 
all forms of life to ashes, in 
Fontainebleau on 5 October 

1948, the first international organisation for nature 
protection? Without a doubt. And it was certainly the 
reoccurrence of a world war, which was even more 
destructive than the first, confirming the never-before-
seen acts of political globalisation that influenced the 
move: it was urgent to create worldwide instruments 
to fight the barbarity of men and their machines.

DOUBTS IN THE FACE OF INDUSTRIALISATION… 
Throughout the 19th century, carbon-based industrial 
revolutions and their clusters of innovations had writ-
ten the prologue of the global environmental crisis that 
we are experiencing today. Back then, a few enlightened 

men were asking themselves questions; they included 
a German zoologist, Ernst Haeckel, who in 1866 coined 
the term “ecology”, and an ambassador, George Perkins 
Marsh, who in 1864 published the first “ecological” 
book: Man and Nature.

Decades later, in 1906, a Swiss doctor by the name of 
Paul Sarasin grew alarmed at the harmful effects of 
our “civilising” impetus. While chairing the Swiss 
Commission for Nature Protection, he realised there 
was a need for an international alliance of natura-
lists. In 1913, at a zoology congress being held in Graz, 
Austria, he proposed the creation of an “International 
Commission for the Protection of Nature”. Sarasin then 
solicited the Swiss government, which, after an inter-
national meeting, laid the foundations of a diplomatic 
instrument that would be adopted in Bern by a number 
of countries. This was IUCN’s ancestor, and its president 
was Sarasin, who (already) had the idea of registering 
it at the League of Nations (the UN’s ancestor). But 

FOUNDATIONS
On 5 October 1948 in 
Fontainebleau, the first 
international organisation 
for nature protection, 
IUPN, was born. It took its 
permanent name of IUCN 
in 1956.

1948 1968 19701961 1964

1948-1960
LIMITING HUMANS’ IMPACT ON NATURE
During its first decades, IUCN focused its actions on the effects  
of human activities on nature. It promoted environmental impact 
assessments.

PROTECTING SPECIES AND HABITATS
In the 1960s and 1970s, IUCN devoted itself  
chiefly to protecting species and the habitats  
needed for their survival.

WWW CREATED
IUCN launched the idea 

of creating the World 
Wildlife Fund (WWF). This 

organisation would have two 
main objectives: raising funds 

for nature protection, and 
increasing public awareness.

1960-1970

1960

RED LIST OF THREATENED 
SPECIES

The IUCN Red List is a global 
inventory of the conservation status 
of plant and animal species. It takes 
the form of an online database that 
is regularly updated, reporting the 
status of more than 91,000 species 

out of the two million known 
species.

BIOSPHERE CONFERENCES
An intergovernmental conference  
of experts on the scientific basis  
for the rational use and conservation  
of the resources of the biosphere.  
The conference, which placed humans 
central to conservation, gave rise to the 
Man and Biosphere Programme in 1971.
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70 YEARS OF NATURE PROTECTION

Terre Sauvage: More than 10 
years ago, IUCN and France 
sealed a unique partnership to 
protect the world’s biodiversity. 
What does it involve?
Xavier Sticker: The partnership between 
France and IUCN includes funding to imple-
ment IUCN’s multi-year programme and 
projects that match France’s priorities, but 
also seconding French experts to the IUCN 
secretariat and to field activities. Over the 
period 2017-2020, the France-IUCN par-
tnership covers four main themes: mana-
ging biodiversity and its global governance; 
green economy and finance; oceans, islands 
and coasts; and nature-based solutions to 
combat climate change. France has com-
mitted nearly €29 million since 2005. The 
leverage effect of this funding gives extra 
weight to France’s action to conserve the 
world’s environment.

How does this partnership 
help France strengthen its 
international action in the area 
of biodiversity protection?
X. S.: IUCN has a strong network of 1,300 
member organisations and 10,000 experts 
on specialist commissions and national 
committees. When IUCN mobilises on a 
topic, it can therefore gather both scientific 
knowledge and field expertise, which makes 
it possible to foster innovative solutions to 
environmental challenges. In return, the 
thinking that’s done and the resulting 
solutions help to underpin public policy 
decisions.

What mutual benefits are 
there for France and IUCN? 
X. X.: The novel nature of this agreement and 
its success derive largely from the second-
ment of French experts to IUCN. These 
experts provide IUCN with their know-how 

“We foster innovative solutions to 
environmental challenges”

and their knowledge of French public poli-
cies. In return, they gain access to a network 
of expertise that has no international equi-
valent, and come into contact with rewar-
ding and instructive methods and tools. On 
many occasions, I have been able to gauge 
the added value of this scheme, be it, for 
example, at the plenary sessions of IPBES 
– the Intergovernmental Science-Policy 
Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem 
Services – or the most recent IUCN World 
Conservation Congress in Hawaii in 2016.

Can you present some of the 
achievements that epitomise 
this partnership?
X. S.: There have been many achievements, 
but let me just cite three that I feel reflect 
the variety of the actions undertaken. The 
first, drawing on IUCN’s inclusive identity, 
involves facilitating the participation of civil 
society in IPBES, the inter-governmental 
organisation set up in 2012 to improve the 
science-politics interface in the area of 
biodiversity. 
The second is the creation, with the Swiss 
Federal Institute of Technology in Lausanne 
(EPFL), of a MOOC – a massive open online 
course – on managing protected areas, espe-
cially in sub-Saharan Africa. This initiative 
is part of the “development” strand of our 
partnership. It helps to strengthen the ope-
rational capability of field actors who other- 
wise would certainly not have had access to 
the course. Lastly, the partnership has made 
it possible to collectively mobilise France’s 
nature-protection stakeholders internatio-
nally, in a shared pavilion, for example at the 
World Parks Congress in Sydney in 2014, 
or at the COP21 in Paris in 2015, under the 
“Nature Solutions” banner. 6

Xavier Sticker,  
French Ambassador for  
the Environment.

France-IUcn

Since 2005, France and IUCN have in an enhanced partnership 
covering grants and exchanges of expertise.

 d
.r
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In the 1950s,  
for lack of money, 

“the machine  
is on the brink of 

stopping”…

wrote on the subject: “The provisional Union and the 
French committee tasked with arranging the confe-
rence came up against serious technical and doctrinal 
obstacles, and the latter were often harder to over-
come.” France, convinced of the endeavour’s worth by 
the director of its National Museum of Natural History, 

Achille Urbain, formally acknow-
ledged the request and, jointly 
with UNESCO, invited the govern-
ments of all countries – in what 
proved a difficult task – to send 
delegates for a conference to lay 
IUCN’s foundations. On 5 October 
1948, after plenty of mishaps and 
procrastination, the International 
Union for the Protection of Nature 
(IUPN) was finally created and its 
statutes were adopted. What were 
its role and resources? In response 
to this question, Dr Bernard once 
again, stated on a radio show on 29 
September 1948: “We hope it will 
be a union where governments are 

represented, and which can coordinate the measures 
taken in many countries to protect natural objects, 
sites, animals and plants threatened by extinction.” The 
IUPN, as its “P” indicated, would deal with protection, 
i.e. creating “pockets to keep out of range the anthropic 
dynamics that are deemed threats to the ecosystem”. 
Only in 1956, at the end of the fifth General Assembly 
in Edinburgh, did the “P” turn into a “C” for “conser-
vation”. It was Roger Heim, director of the Muséum 
de Paris and the second IUPN president who, in his 

the Great War nipped in the bud the first works of 
this “advisory commission”. After the armistice, the 
project fell dormant and only in 1928 did it materialise 
again in the Netherlands, at the instigation of the Dutch 
Committee for the International Protection of Nature, 
with a barely modified name: the “International Office 
for the Protection of Nature”. 
The first two preparatory confe-
rences were held in Brunnen, 
Switzerland, in… 1946 and 1947. 
And so only after an 18-year long 
wait and the end of World War II 
hostilities did the baby return to 
the arms of its mother, who was 
none other than the Swiss League 
for the Protection of Nature, run 
at that time by Dr Charles Jean 
Bernard, the future first president 
of IUCN.

INTENSE DEBATES
During a debate on a radio show 
called Tribune de Paris, broadcast 
on 29 September 1948, Dr Bernard said: “The Swiss 
League for the Protection of Nature convened the prepa-
ratory conferences, in Brunnen, where the provisional 
Union for the Protection of Nature was set up. There, it 
was decided to ask the French government, in conjunc-
tion with UNESCO, to convene a conference where the 
Union could be discussed and founded on a permanent 
basis.” Barely a year went by between the last confe-
rence in Brunnen and the actual founding of the Union, 
but an intense period according to Dr Bernard, who 

1970 1972

1970-1980
CHANGING INTERNATIONAL LEGISLATION ON CONSERVATION 
Creation of the Ramsar (1971) and CITES (1974) conventions. In 1972, UNESCO adopted the Convention 
concerning the Protection of the World Cultural and Natural Heritage; IUCN was recognised  
in the Convention as the technical advisory body on nature. In 1978, IUCN introduced the six categories 
of protected areas.

1980 1988 1991 1992

EARTH SUMMIT 
(Stockholm Conference). 
This summit gave rise, 
among other things, to the 
United Nations Environment 
Programme (UNEP), now 
called UN Environment.

DRAWING-UP,  
with WWF and 
UNEP, of the “World 
Conservation 
Strategy”. Emergence 
of the sustainable 
development concept

ENCOURAGING NATIONAL 
CONSERVATION STRATEGIES
Dozens of countries adopted national 
conservation strategies, answering the call  
of IUCN’s members.

1990

PUBLICATION, with 
WWF and UNEP, of the 

Caring for the Earth guide. 
It supported the creation 

of the biological diversity, 
climate change and 

desertification conventions

CREATION OF THE FRENCH 
COMMITTEE of IUCN,  
a non-profit body that brings 
together French members and 
experts. Its goal is to contribute, 
at the national level, to the 
conservation of biodiversity,  
and to a sustainable and fair use 
of natural resources, in line with 
IUCN’s mission worldwide

1988-2000
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2020 
WORLD CONSERVATION CONGRESS  
IN MARSEILLE
Since 1948, congresses have punctuated the life 
of IUCN. Biennial at first, they became triennial 
from 1960 until 1996, when they became 
quadrennial, a frequency still in place today. The 
last Congress was held in Hawaii in 2016; the 
next will take place in France on 11-19 June 2020, 
at Parc Chanot in Marseille. This Mediterranean 
city has just been chosen as host city by the 
IUCN Council, with support from the French 
government. Nicolas Hulot, Minister for Ecological 
and Inclusive Transition, declared that “this event 
must be the opportunity when our fellow citizens 
can mobilise strongly to reclaim biodiversity, as 
the COP21 did regarding climate change” (see 
interview on p. 20). It should be noted, lastly, that 
this World Congress will be held a few months 
before the Biodiversity COP in China.

speech on Wednesday 20 June 1956, advocated in 
favour of the change: “Despite my keen desire to see 
desirable bodies such as our safeguarding department 
maintained, I have come to think that the Union’s very 
title must be changed. Otherwise, our resources will 
remain as they are now, on the brink of deprivation. I 
therefore intend to suggest amending IUPN’s very title, 
which could include the word ‘conservation’.”

POLITICAL SHIFT
The term “deprivation” was sufficiently strong to raise 
eyebrows. What was happening? IUPN’s situation, to 
quote the expression of a French diplomat in Vienna, 
was “desperate but not serious”, whereas Roger Heim 
sounded the alarm: without more money, “the machine 
is on the brink of stopping”. But how would transfor-
ming the “P” to a “C” in the Union’s initials secure the 
future of the institution? According to Max Nicholson, 
who co-founded WWF with Julian Huxley and Gerald 
G. Watterson, it was the United States, via the UN route, 
that asked for IUPN to become IUCN. Why? Because 
IUPN’s objectives were increasingly at odds with those 
of the United Nations, which aimed to promote the 
economic development of “poor” countries. In light 
of this, if IUPN wanted to contribute to the harmony 
of Nations, it should no longer exclude humans from 
their habitat, but rather integrate and educate them 
in conservation principles. It was Watterson, a United 
Nations observer invited to the fifth General Assembly 

in Edinburgh, who explained this to the participants: 
“In his message to the fourth General Assembly of IUPN, 
[Copenhagen, 1954] the director general of the United 
Nations Food and Agriculture Organization emphasised 
the trend that had become apparent in recent years, 
favouring a coming-together of production directives 
and the use of natural resources, as represented by 
the two organisations, in a broader approach to their 
conservation, in order to ensure their continued use 
and, if it proves possible, to increase them for human 
benefit.” The message was received, and IUPN became 
IUCN. And so from 1956 onwards, for IUCN, humans and 
nature were inter-dependent. This political shift ulti-
mately led, in 1980, to the devising of a “global conser-
vation strategy” and to the creation of the now-famous 
concept of “sustainable development”. This term found 
an extraordinary echo chamber at the Rio Summit in 
1992: the world would be sustainable, or it would stop. 
The event was a planetary success, highlighting the 
work of an organisation renowned for the relevance of 
its assessments – including the Red List of Protected 
Species, and the Ramsar, CITES and biological diversity 
conventions. In 1999, IUCN obtained observer status at 
the United Nations. 
And what about now? And tomorrow? New tools grow 
out of the congresses: nature-based solutions designed 
to conserve nature, but also to respond to major global 
issues such as food and water security, climate change, 
and poverty reduction. 6

2000 201820102005

2000-2018
PRIVATE SECTOR, CLIMATE CHANGE  
AND SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT
IUCN has expanded its work to include social problems, and has involved the private sector.  
2003: Business and Biodiversity Programme. Improving business practices regarding the 
environment. IUCN defines “nature-based solutions” as those actions to protect and restore 
ecosystems in order to meet global challenges such as climate change, food insecurity and 
poverty.

SIGNING OF THE 
FRANCE-IUCN 
PARTNERSHIP which 
aims to support the Union’s 
work to conserve biodiversity 
and achieve sustainable 
development.

70 YEARS OF NATURE PROTECTION
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1,300 – That’s the number of govern-
ments, civil society organisations and 
associations of indigenous peoples that 
make up IUCN. On top of that are the 
individual members and all the experts 
involved in the Union’s missions (10,000 
people), which gives an idea of the size of 
this institution’s network. 

Its workings are essentially based on 
a quadrennial gathering – the World 
Conservation Congress – which also 
serves as a general assembly. Enrique 
Lahmann, Global Director, Union 
Development Group and Congress 
Director, explains how it works: “The 
event has three main purposes: drawing 
up the global conservation agenda 
through the proposals presented and 
voted on by IUCN members; identifying 
emerging issues in the area of nature 
conservation; and mobilising specific 
actions to drive conservation.” 

IUCN members from the same country or 
region can decide to come together in the 
form of national or regional committees 
to facilitate cooperation between mem-

bers and the Union’s other components. 
IUCN’s French Committee, a non-profit 
set up in 1992, comprises all the Union’s 
French members. Its goal is to contri-
bute, at the national level, to biodiversity 
conservation and to a sustainable and 
fair use of natural resources, in line with 
IUCN’s mission worldwide. 

As for the 10,000 experts, they are divi-
ded into six commissions dedicated to 
species survival, environmental law, pro-
tected areas, economic and social policy, 
ecosystem management, and education 
and communication.

Donations and partnerships 
The Union’s political and strategic 
directions are set by the IUCN Council, 
which consists of a President, the 
six Commission Chairs, 28 Regional 
Councillors elected by IUCN members 
at the World Conservation Congress, and 
a representative of IUCN’s host country, 
Switzerland. The IUCN Secretariat 
is headed by Director General Inger 
Andersen, and is staffed by about 900 
people in more than 50 countries. It has 

a decentralised structure, with regional 
and national offices and projects based 
all over the world. 

IUCN’s work is made possible by the 
contributions of donors and partners 
– including governments, inter-govern-
mental and non-governmental institu-
tions, international conventions, foun-
dations, businesses and individuals. 
France has been a key partner of IUCN 
since it was set up in Fontainebleau in 
1948, and is one of the Union’s main 
donors. A strategic partnership between 
France and IUCN, signed in 2005, 
involves four French ministries (Europe 
and Foreign Affairs, Ecological and 
Inclusive Transition, Agriculture and 
Food Overseas France) and the French 
Development Agency. The partnership 
was renewed in 2017 with a focus on: 
protecting oceans, islands and coasts; 
conserving ecosystems to fight climate 
change; reducing the consequences of 
economic activities on ecosystems; and 
strengthening global biodiversity gover-
nance. 6

How IUCN works
IUCN is a vast network of 1,300 governments, NGOs and indigenous-peoples groups  
as well as 10,000 experts. The entire network is overseen by the IUCN Council and Secretariat.
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“IUCN IS A 
WHISTLEBLOWER”

IntervIewed by jean-baptIste pouchaIn

France’s Minister for the Ecological and Inclusive Transition considers that IUCN  
is a crucial actor in nature conservation. Governments, businesses and citizens must be 

receptive to its expertise.

Terre Sauvage: This year, 
IUCN is celebrating 70 
years of existence. In your 
view, how important 
is this international 
organisation in protecting 
the world’s biodiversity? 
Nicolas Hulot: The quest to domi-
nate nature has led us to neglect 
the very heart of our planet: 
the biodiversity that forms the 
network of life’s interdependen-
cies. This search for power over 
nature has debased the idea of 
knowledge, and led to a kind of 
ignorance about our debt to this 
biodiversity, to which we actually 
belong. Fortunately, some voices 
have made themselves heard, and 
are still being heard, to show and 
demonstrate that, in order to make our future meanin-
gful, we must transform our behaviours, our modes of 
production and consumption, and our relationships 
with others and with nature. IUCN is clearly one of 
these voices. As proven by its work on world heritage 
and the Red List of Threatened Species, IUCN makes 
major contributions that have global reach and drive 
countries, businesses and each of us to go further in 
our commitments. 

IUCN is composed of NGOs and scientific 
experts, as well as public agencies 
and ministries. How does this unique 
makeup serve its objectives?
N. H.: Encompassing representatives from 80 govern-
ments, 800 NGOs and some 10,000 volunteer scientists, 
this environmental network is a pioneering player – in 

nIcolas HUlot

fact, I would even say a whistle-
blower – in nature conservation. 
It is more than a union, it’s an 
alliance of naturalists. And today, 
it is undeniably a pacesetter in 
the field. There will be no transi-
tion unless all stakeholders mobi-
lise at all levels – I have always 
said so. We must all get involved 
to enable a far-reaching revolu-
tion through the ecological and 
inclusive transition of our socie-
ties. To fuel this metamorphosis, 
international organisations can 
beneficially take on board the 
know-how and skills of the grea-
test number of actors in order to 
strengthen their expertise and 
influence. By mobilising collec-
tive intelligence, we can travel a 

long way. In this respect, IUCN is an eclectic and exper-
tise-rich organisation, especially as its influence has 
international reach.

The partnership signed by France and IUCN 
in 2017 focuses, among other topics, on 
improving the protection and management 
of oceans, islands and coasts. What 
concrete actions will be undertaken? 
N.H: France has invested heavily in IUCN since it was 
founded in 1948 in Fontainebleau. The strategic par-
tnership launched in 2005 structured our cooperation 
and placed it on a long-term footing. The new agree-
ment, from 2017 to 2020, has given the partnership fresh 
impetus. It is focused on improving the protection and 
management of oceans, islands and coasts, on conser-
ving ecosystems to flight climate change, on reducing 

70 YEARS OF NATURE PROTECTION
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the impacts of economic activities on ecosystems, and 
on strengthening global biodiversity governance. It’s an 
ambitious programme. The partnership commits nearly 
€9 million over this four-year period. It provides sup-
port for projects in European overseas territories, and 
technical expertise through mobilising French actors 
and the seconding of technical executives by signatory 
partners. Protecting and restoring biodiversity are both 
national and global priorities.

IUCN works closely with the business 
world: companies, financial groups… 
What role do these actors have to 
play in conserving biodiversity?
N.H: There’s an obvious interdependence between busi-
nesses and the living world. We live in a system where 
biodiversity conditions economic activities and these 
in turn influence nature. Indeed, one can already see 
the consequences of biodiversity loss on the economy 
when in China, for example, they have been forced to 
get humans to do the work of 
bees, which have disappeared. 
It’s an absurd state of affairs. Not 
working with the business world 
to conserve nature would make 
no sense, as this sector is a key 
factor in humans’ impact on eco-
systems. I have always thought 
business should be worked with, 
not against. Companies not only 
have a major role to play in redu-
cing their impacts on biodiversity, 
but also on restoring ecosystems 
and highlighting their value. 
Cases where the business world 
is responsible for environmental 
deterioration are also the first place to look to leverage 
changes in practices and thus evolve production and 
consumption models. This is definitely the end goal: busi-
nesses can and must drive the development of another 
economic model which incorporates the finite nature 
of resources, and proposes production and consump-
tion models that are fair and are compatible with the 
biosphere.

France has a very good chance of hosting 
the IUCN World Congress in 2020. 
What message should this congress 
communicate to the general public? 
N.H: I want to commit France to a fresh burst of momen-
tum for biodiversity. This is a major and complex issue, 
and not always straightforward to explain, but our life 
depends on it. I would very much like French society to 
attach as much importance to reviving biodiversity as it 

does to combatting climate change. We cannot rise to the 
climate challenge without the support of the ecosystems 
that are our biggest allies in this struggle. The future of 
our societies hinges on our ability to form a fresh alliance 
with the living world. In 2020, I would like France to be 
able to host the IUCN World Conservation Congress, in 
order to be part of this dynamic. And at the Congress I 
would like to associate regions, businesses and citizens 
to protect all of biodiversity, both ordinary and extra-
ordinary, in mainland and overseas France. If we have 
the honour of hosting this event, it will be because we 
are striving for a global cause, uniting public and private 
sector actors around a single challenge, and translating 
nature conservation policies into concrete and coordina-
ted actions. I want this event to be an historic moment 
in the conservation of our natural heritage.

In light of the scientific information we now 
have, is it still possible to halt the “sixth 
mass extinction”? Are the nature-based 

solutions promoted by 
IUCN the way forward?
N.H: Obviously, I hope we are going 
to pull back from the precipice by 
halting the sixth mass extinction. 
But we should bear in mind that 
there has not been such a high rate 
of species loss since the extinction 
of the dinosaurs 66 million years 
ago. The current state of biodiver-
sity, whether in the wild or domes-
tic, is so worrying and so close to 
the collapse of many ecosystems 
that, in a few decades’ time, the 
face of our planet could be deeply 
transformed. Today, I want to 

spark a burst of indignation and reaction, because the 
erosion of biodiversity is a slow poison in the veins of 
humanity. I think that if each of us steps up, then we can 
extricate ourselves from the crisis. I want to prompt this 
growing mobilisation to restore meaning to our develop-
ment, so that it’s rooted in sustainability and does not 
compromise our children’s future. This is why IUCN’s 
work is essential, and “nature-based solutions” must 
become the benchmark. In concrete terms, what does the 
term mean? It means using the strengths of nature, and 
even its very existence, to deal with the effects of climate 
change, for example. What better protection against hur-
ricanes than a healthy mangrove? Even though – and we 
must never forget it – the end goal of our commitment is 
not to protect nature but to create a world where nature 
no longer needs to be protected. In this respect, IUCN is 
showing us the way and committing us to the path of a 
better, desirable future. 6

“The erosion of 
biodiversity is a 

slow poison in the 
veins of humanity”



This bamboo 
rainforest in central 
Madagascar 
(Vahitrarivo region) 
is the preferred 
habitat of the 
Greater Bamboo 
Lemur, one of the 
most fragile lemurs.
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LEMUR ISLAND
The country is home to a hundred or so species of lemur, from 
Madame Berthe’s Mouse Lemur to the Greater Bamboo Lemur. 
These primates face various kinds and degrees of threats, and 

must be protected. IUCN supports NGOs who are working on the 
ground with communities to conserve them. Here, we meet some 

of these mammals and the people who protect them.
BY EMMANUELLE GRUNDMAN - PHOTOS NATHALIE HOUDIN AND DENIS PALANQUE, 

WINNERS OF THE 2016 TERRE SAUVAGE – IUCN BOURSE

MADAgAScAR
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An inhabitant 
of dry forests, the 
Red Brown Lemur 
is distinguished 
primarily by its crown 
of golden-brown fur 
and a diet combining 
fruit and insects.
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The Lemurs are threatened by habitat destruction, poaching, and more 
generally by the poverty that is eating away at the island.

These agile and speedy primates  
exist nowhere else.

N°353 Terre Sauvage 25



Greater Bamboo Lemur

Madagascar Paradise-flycatcher

Verreaux’s Sifaka Madagascar KingfisherCuvier’s Madagascar Swift

Chameleon

Black-and-white Ruffed Lemur
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Standing tall and majestic, the forest 
cathedral is  alive with animal noises.
Standing tall and majestic, the forest 

On the tree top you can spot 
Ruffed Lemurs, Aye-ayes, Greater 

Bamboo Lemurs…

Tropical forest
of Kianjavato, 

east of the island.
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 A
utumn is spreading 
through the forests 
of Madagascar. Dead 
leaves, wh ich fel l 
as the dr y season 
moved in, sing and 
rustle beneath every 

step. Inky darkness has concealed the 
contours of the strange forest of Kirindy, 
in the west of the “red island”. This dry 
forest takes its cue from the rains: it 
can be as lushly green as its tropical 
rainforest cousins on the east coast, 
but also as bare as France’s temperate 
woodlands after autumn’s passage. 
Suddenly, up in the heights, two flashes 
as dazzling as Venus, the morning star. 
In the light of the guide’s torch, an 
outline becomes apparent. Round eyes 
like boot buttons, little mouse-like ears, 
plump body: the tiny Madame Berthe’s 

Mouse Lemur scrutinises these two-
footed intruders. The world’s smallest 
primate, in its gigantic forest. Denis 
Planque and Nathalie Houdin did not 
imagine they could encounter this 
incredible animal, as agile and speedy 
as our European Dormouse. For the 
two photographers, just a few months 
earlier, Madagascar was just a drawing 
on the map.
After winning the Terre Sauvage – IUCN 
Awards Bourse (2016 edition), they were 
sent to the island by IUCN to report 
on one of its programmes, called SOS 
Lemurs Initiative: launched in 2015, it 
aims to protect as many lemur species 
as possible. Most of the 113 species of 
lemur, all endemic to Madagascar, are 
threatened by habitat loss, poaching 
and, more generally, by the poverty that 
is debilitating this huge island in the 
Indian Ocean. The purpose of the pro-
gramme is to focus efforts and funding 
on a group of threatened species in order 
to maximise lemurs’ chances of survival. 
After discussions, IUCN tasked the two 
photographers with documenting three 
projects it is supporting on the island 
which are spread along the east coast 
of Madagascar.

It all began on 5 September 2017, 
when the two photographers set foot 
on the island. Having read extensively 
about the country, they were impatient 
and eager to discover their destination, 
an evolutionary laboratory that hosts 
a myriad of unique species living in a 
multi-faceted geography… Yet the first 
image to etch itself on their retina was 
not rich and exuberant nature, but the 
extreme poverty which has engulfed the 
country over a number of years. As they 
left the capital, countless bald hills 

THE LITTLE GNOME 
OF THE DRY FORESTS 
Less than 10 centimetres in length 
and weighing just 30 grammes 
– barely heavier than a letter in an 
envelope –, Madame Berthe’s Mouse 
Lemur holds the record of being the 
world’s smallest primate. Discovered 
in 2000, it is also one of the 25 most 
endangered primates –, threatened 
by the fragmentation and 
destruction of the dry forests in the 
region of Menabe where it lives. 
Named in honour of Berthe 
Rakotosamimanana, a primatologist 
and former secretary general of the 
Madagascar primate study and 
research group (GERP), this tiny 
lemur lives a solitary and nocturnal 
existence, feeding on small animals, 
sap, flowers and fruits.

Who knows 
The world’s smallest 

primate? It’s 
Madame Berthe’s 

Mouse Lemur, which 
is barely 10 cm long. 

Here, in Kirindy 
forest (opposite 

page and below).
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That day, the Madagascar Biodiversity Partnership team were busy capturing an Aye-aye to replace 
 the battery in its GPS collar. The NGO is studying the animal’s movements in Kianjavato region.

Mount 
Vatovavy and 
its rainforests, in 
Kianjavato region.

Two shiny beads 
reveal the presence 

of an Aye-aye, 
a nocturnal lemur.

scrolled past their all-terrain vehicle’s 
windows. It was as if a huge machine had 
scoured everything, leaving only bare 
earth. The very first shots they took 
were of slash-and-burn fi res. Swathes 
of vegetation going up in smoke. Unlike 
the deforestation rampant in Southeast 
Asia in particular, which is fuelled by 
the industrial exploitation of forests and 

island’s east coast, the forest cathe-
dral stands majestic and tall, buzzing 
with animal hums. Created in 2009, 
the Malagasy NGO is based at Omaha’s 
Henry Doorly Zoo and Aquarium in the 
United States, which is currently sup-
ported by IUCN through an SOS grant. 
MBP has set itself the mission, among 
other things, of bett er understanding 

mineral deposits, the big culprit here is 
poverty, which has grown more acute 
since the last coup d’état.

as they arrIVe in Kianjavato, at the 
Madagascar Biodiversity Partnership 
(MBP), these wretched images are 
swept away by a magical burst of ver-
dant lushness. Here, in this part of the 
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The Greater 
Bamboo Lemur 
is categorised as 
Critically Endangered 
on the IUCN Red 
List of Threatened 
Species (TM). The NGO 
Helpsimus is fighting 
to help it survive in 
Vohtitrarivo region.

and protecting a strange gremlin-like 
primate: the Aye-aye. When the photo-
graphers arrived, one of the two GPS 
collars used to track two Ayes-ayes had 
just failed. But this was a godsend for the 
image-hunters: it was decided to retrieve 
the individual in question and change 
the battery in its transmitter. As night 
fell, a small convoy of headlamp-wearing 
bipeds set off through the vegetation – 
strange moving forms, akin to shadow 
theatre. Suddenly, two shiny beads 
appeared in the crown of a tree. Like 
felines, lemurs have a tapetum lucidum, 
a layer of reflective cells at the rear of 
the eye, which captures the slightest 
ray of light, helping them to see in the 
dark. With its extra-long middle finger 
acting as a probe and tool for harpoo-
ning insects that hide in dead timber, 
the Aye-aye is probably the oddest spe-
cimen in Madagascar’s entire line-up 
of lemurs.

In VohItrarIVo, a French NGO led by 
Delphine Roullet is looking after another 

species of lemur: the Greater Bamboo 
Lemur. In 2008, on her first trip to the 
“red island”, the primatologist realised 
the urgency of this species’ predica-
ment, with only a hundred known indi-
viduals left. To come to their aid, she set 
up a non-profit, Helpsimus, in 2009. This 
species of lemur – thanks to new popu-
lations being discovered in hitherto 
unexplored areas, and to an effective 
conservation strategy – has now seen 
its numbers increase to around a thou-
sand. That morning, travelling with 
Helpsimus, the photographers set off 
before night drew its last breath, for 
another gruelling day of trudging on a 
jagged terrain as crinkly as a sheet of 
wet paper. As dawn dispelled the final 
shreds of darkness, an astonishing 
landscape appeared around them. The 
white cloak of mist shrouding the hills 
was now slowly fraying to reveal, in the 
first rays of sunlight, strange feathers 
swaying in the breeze. This strange 
canopy in its palette of greens – by turns 
absinthe, viridian and aniseed – cove-

red the hummocky terrain, shifting 
between shade and light like a Japanese 
etching. Bamboos… A landscape you 
might expect to see only in Asia. Yet here 
too this giant grass grows abundantly, 
critical to the diet of the Greater Bamboo 
Lemur, which eats little else. 

For MbP, as for the other projects that 
Nathalie and Denis found out about, the 
protection of species and habitats is also 
a matter of education. To mark their 
visit, one school has arranged a party. 
The children, disguised in masks of the 
various species that live in the forests 
around their villages (bats, butterflies, 
Aye-ayes and bamboo Lemurs), act as 
ambassadors to the adults for this small 
tribe of animals, performing sketches to 
highlight the importance of protecting 
these species. In Kianjavato, MBP has 
also developed an Education Promoting 
Reforestation Programme (EPRP), an 
initiative that seeks to benefit local 
people as much as the lemurs. The idea 
is to retrieve the seeds from Ruffed 
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Lemurs’ faeces, then germinate them 
in nurseries where the villagers work, 
which has made it possible to plant more 
than one million trees of a hundred or so 
species. It is an innovative scheme that 
provides plentiful and varied meals for 
the lemurs, but also a source of income 
for many people. Each “planter” is given 
an electronic badge that records the 
number of trees planted and a matching 
number of “credits”. At the project-run 
shop, the person uses their earnings to 
buy a bicycle, a sewing machine, a solar 
oven… The programme also improves 
the conditions of local women, who find 
work and learn to grow trees in the nur-
series. It is a huge success, to the extent 
that people are now coming from far 
away to settle here, potentially throwing 
the initiative off its delicate balance.
Indeed, the region faces numerous pro-
blems. In a valley just a few wingbeats 
away, gold trafficking is rife. A drone 
deployed to fly over the area collected 
sufficient evidence, which was then sent 
to the government. The site was subse-
quently evacuated, but just a week later 
the illegal activity had resumed.

conditions for local populations. And 
to safeguard this forest, which besides 
many birds, is home to eight species 
of lemur (seven of which are threate-
ned, such as Van der Decken’s Sifaka 
and Randrianasolo’s Sportive Lemur), 
the NGO decided to develop fibreglass 
canoes. Here, fishing is crucial. Its 
importance is such that young boys, 
at their coming-of-age ritual, acquire 
a craft carved from the trunk of a tree 
chopped down in the neighbouring 
forest. But the life expectancy of these 
traditional boats barely exceeds three 

tIMe to head west, to the island’s 
other shore. The photographers have 
an appointment in Tsimembo with the 
Peregrine Fund and Lily-Arison René de 
Roland, director of a novel project. Here, 
protecting one of the last remaining 
areas of dry forest involves… fishing. 
The Malagasy branch of the Peregrine 
Fund, operating around vast lakes here, 
stems from a desire to help local bird 
life, such as the Madagascar Pochard, 
which the Fund rediscovered in 2006. 
The NGO soon realised that this protec-
tion went hand in hand with better living 

THE SURPRISING MENU OF THE RED BROWN LEMUR
This lemur, once thought to be the same species as its cousin, the Red Ruffed Lemur, has since the 
early 2000s become recognised as a species in its own right. It lives in two small pockets of forest 
in the east and west of Madagascar, and can be distinguished by the crown of golden-brown fur 
that decorates its head. It lives in multi-male/multi-female groups of about 10 individuals, but 
unlike many species of lemur, the females are not dominant here, even though they have priority 
access to food. Like any of its cousins, this lemur is particularly fond of fruit – which makes up 
half of its diet – and plays the forest gardener by dispersing in its faeces, on its frequent trips 
around its territory, the seeds of its favourite trees. This plant-based menu of fruits, leaves and 
flowers is supplemented, from October to March, by an array of invertebrates and millipedes. 
With this latter group, the lemurs, in order to avoid the toxic secretions that ooze from the 
millipedes’ shell when they are handled, have developed a very specific technique. They put one 
end of the animal in their mouth until their saliva forms a small cloud of foam around the 
millipede. The Red Ruffed Lemur then rolls it in its hands for several minutes to coat it completely 
in the saliva, and eats it. Other lemurs, such as the black lemurs, do not eat millipedes: they just 
bite them gently so that their prey produces its toxin, and then rubs it on its body as an insecticide, 
to repel parasites and other undesirable biting insects.

In Kirindy 
forest, the Red 
Brown Lemur. A 

Near Threatened 
species, according 

to IUCN.
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To protect lemurs, 
the forest they live 

in must be cared for. 
Every year, Madagascar 

Biodiversity 
Partnership plants 

35,000 trees.

In Kianjavato 
as elsewhere, NGOs are 
raising children’s and 
parents’ awareness about 
the fate of local wildlife.



In the region of 
Tsimembo, dry forests 
must be conserved 
to protect Van der 
Decken’s Sifaka 
(status: Endangered).
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The Peregrine 
Fund protects 
birds and lemurs 
by looking after 
the dry forest 
of Tsilelbo. The 
American NGO’s 
actions include 
encouraging 
fishermen to use 
canoes that are 
not made from the 
trees of this forest.

LEMURS AND IUCN 
To date, IUCN’s SOS supports 29 projects in 
Madagascar. Besides helping to protect more 
than 40 species, it also focuses on conserving 
these primates’ habitat and on helping local 
populations. The programme is based on an 
action plan devised by the experts of IUCN’s 
Species Survival Commission. The funding 
obtained is already generating change, and 
this large-scale action is offering hope for a 
brighter future for the endemic wildlife of the 
“Red Island”. “Lemurs are essential in helping 
us understand Madagascar’s past, and it is 
crucial to protect them. We can’t let them 
vanish from our forests”, argues Jonah 
Ratsimbazafy, secretary general of the 
Madagascar primate study and research 
group (GERP) and vice-president of the 
Malagasy section of the IUCN Primate 
Specialist Group.

years. The new fibreglass canoes have 
been successfully adopted, together 
with a system for rotating fishing areas 
in order to sustain stocks. Notably, cattle 
are never attacked by the huge Nile cro-
codiles that loiter on the banks and 
apparently feed solely on birds and fish, 
whereas the situation in the neighbou-
ring lakes is very different. Nevertheless, 
the area must confront another threat. 
Although lemur poaching is no longer an 
issue, thanks mainly to the tremendous 
work done to raise awareness in schools, 
now zebu are being stolen – a kind of 
trafficking which, here and elsewhere 
on the island, is not at all traditional. 
The cattle are headed for China, some 
say, where their meat is highly popular. 
In this area, unlike all the other sites 
the photographers visited, there was a 
strangely insecure atmosphere, which 
deterred them from ever venturing out 
alone, day or night.

In KIrIndy ParK, further south, 
primatologist Johanna Malsburg and 
her assistant are opening two fabric 
pouches, each containing a mouse 
lemur. The magic of seeing these 
Lilliputians hop from tree to tree helps 

the photographers to forget the faintly 
bitter taste of a country corroded by 
poverty and corruption. As they are 
getting ready to head off again, a group 
of slightly curious Red Brown Lemurs 
watch them, and sniff their bag. The 
primates continue moving closer, and 
time seems to stand still. The humans 
have set up beneath one of their favou-
rite food trees. Nathalie and Denis soon 
dare to press their camera’s shutter but-
ton, feeling as if nothing will cause the 
lemurs to flee. One of them actually licks 
the front of Nathalie’s lens. “We are in 
their home, but they feel confident, and 
have let us into their private domain.” 
The moment will stay forever engraved 
in their memories, as will their encoun-
ters with passionate, dynamic people 
showing that sometimes, with a few 
pieces of string and a little bit of sup-
port, mountains can be moved. IUCN’s 
SOS Lemurs Initiative is helping not 
only to protect many species of lemur 
and their habitats, but also to support 
local communities to transition from 
conf lict to coexistence with nature 
through sustainable solutions s. Thus, 
its success to date is really a double win 
for Madagascar! 6

TO READ AND WATCH 
• Lemurs of Madagascar, collective 
publication, Conservation International 
Tropical Field Guides, 2010 (3rd edition). 
A very comprehensive guide in English.
Madagascar. 

• La forêt de nos ancêtres, by Frédéric 
Larrey, éditions Biotope, 2010.

• Madagascar: The Land Where Evolution 
Ran Wild, BBC, 2011. 

PROJECTS 

• Helpsimus 
This French non-profit organisation, 

founded in 2009, has set itself the 
mission of saving the Greater Bamboo 
Lemur in Madagascar. The conservation 
programme combines scientific 
monitoring of the species, habitat 
protection, help with development 
for the villagers living nearby, and 
educating and awareness-raising 
among children. In early 2018, 55 births 
were recorded in the 11 groups tracked 
by the team – a record, and especially 
impressive as all the groups live outside 
protected areas.
www.helpsimus.org 

• The Peregrine Fund 
Set up in 1970, this American NGO is 

working to save the Peregrine Falcon, 
which has fallen victim in particular to 
poisoning by DDT, an insecticide. The 
Peregrine Fund has been in Madagascar 
for many years, and helps to protect 
the island’s bird life, but lemurs too. The 
Fund works in close collaboration with 
local people. www.peregrinefund.org 

• Madagascar Biodiversity Partnership
At the research station in Kianjavato, 
various projects have been deployed: 
studying nocturnal lemurs (especially 
the Aye-aye), protecting the Greater 
Bamboo Lemur and the very rare 
ruffed lemurs, and restoring habitats. 
In addition, a highly ambitious 

reforestation project is being run, 
enabling the ecosystem to recover but 
also giving local people a source of 
income.

SAVE OUR SPECIES (SOS) 
The SOS Lemurs Initiative is part of 
an IUCN programme called Save Our 
Species (SOS), which has funded more 
than 120 other projects through grants 
all over the world – from fighting 
rosewood trafficking in Thailand to 
saving the Lake Titicaca Water Frog in 
Bolivia…
www.saveourspecies.org

 FIND OUT MORE
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Did you know the oceans have mountains too? To be� er 
understand these habitats, IUCN led a pilot expedition in 2017 

to Walters Shoal, a seamount south of Madagascar.

INDIAN OCEAN

2
9 April 2017. Aft er a three-day 
voyage from Réunion Island 
aboard the Marion Dufresne, 
the 30 or so scientists reached 
their destination. The view 
from the ship’s bridge stretched 
into the vast blue yonder. It is 
here, 700 kilometres south 

of Madagascar, that Walters Shoal is found: an 
undersea mountain, or seamount, the summit 
of which lies about 15 m below the surface. This 
special marine ecosystem, a sanctuary for many 
species, had never before been studied thoroughly. 
To remedy this, the scientifi c team – drawn largely 
from France’s National Museum of Natural History 
(MNHN) and the French National Research Institute 
for Sustainable Development (IRD) –would leave no 
stone unturned for a period of three weeks.. As 
intrigued sharks looked on, divers made multiple 
forays around the uppermost part of Walters Shoal 
in order to collect species (algae, gastropods, crus-
taceans, echinoderms, etc.). 

FISHING FOR SPECIES
Below 50 metres in depth, drag and trawl nets 
took over, scouring the depths and fl oor to gather 
as many specimens as possible. The haul of hun-
dreds of animal and plant species, many of them 
still unknown to science, was then meticulously 
sorted on the bridge. These “spoils of war”, pre-
served in ethanol,will go on to reveal their secrets, 

By yaNN chavaNce

OF MARVELS
A MOUNT

in the months and years following the expedition. 
To understand an ecosystem, it is not enough to 
describe its species; the habitat in which they live 
must also be studied more widely. Prior to dives 
and trawls, researchers work on the local topogra-
phy, making digital maps of the target areas. They 
also conduct an array of seawater measurements: 
temperature, salinity, oxygen concentration... The 
scientists also study the currents and count marine 
mammals and bird life. This batt ery of scientifi c 
protocols will help to produce a complete portrait 
of this ecosystem, from plankton to whales. The 
precious data amassed must ultimately provide 
an understanding of how important seamounts 
are for ocean life.

MARINE AND POLAR
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the MarIoN 
DUFreSNe, 
operated by the 

French Polar 
Institute (IPEV), 

served as the base 
camp for this three-

week oceanographic 
expedition to the 

Indian Ocean.
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at the SUMMIt
and on the slopes 
of Walters Shoal, 

everything is carefully 
examined: fish, 

crustaceans, molluscs…
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lIttle-kNoWN MoUNtS INhaBIteD By eNDeMIc SpecIeS
The apparent uniformity of the oceans, viewed from the surface, is in stark contrast with the incredible diversity 
of underwater landscapes. Like dry land, the ocean floor consists of crevasses, plains, valleys and mountains.
There are thought to be tens of thousands of seamounts – defined as elevations in excess of 1,000 metres under 
water. These mountains, combining several characteristics in terms of light conditions, type of seabed and 
interactions with ocean currents, are truly oases of life amid the relative desert of the surrounding high seas. 
Home to an abundance of species ranging from worms to fish to large marine mammals, these habitats form a 
unique ecosystem about which, as yet, we know exceptionally little: to date, barely five per cent of the planet’s 
seamounts have been studied at least once by a team of scientists. Another distinctive feature is that these 
formations host biodiversity with a very high level of endemism: on Walters Shoal, nearly half of the animal and 
plant species collected during the expedition are thought to exist nowhere else. Seamounts are truly a terra 
incognita to be explored…

Red Lionfish 
(Pterois volitans)

Crab 
(Metadromia 

wilsoni)

Mollusc 
(Columbellidae 
indomitrella)
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AN UNKNOWN WORLD
 the ocean flooR is maDe up of cRevasses, 

plains, valleYs anD mountains.

FrayeD By FIShINg
Fish-rich seamounts attract plenty of large trawlers that 
scour the bottom with their gigantic nets, threatening 
fragile wildlife but also the habitat itself. “Seamounts are 
often a long way from the coast, so it’s difficult to track, 
inspect and monitor fishing activities in these areas,” 
says Aurélie Spadone, IUCN Global Marine and Polar 
Programme Officer. 
Another threat is mining. As many seamounts are rich in 
seabed minerals and relatively close to the surface, the 
number of exploration contracts to assess the potential 
profitability of exploiting the deposits are likely to 
increase. This activity could cause severe damage to 
these ecosystems, by tearing large fragments off the 
slopes of the seamounts. “What’s more,” warns Spadone, 
“huge plumes of sediment could stretch for kilometres 
around the extraction site, asphyxiating the filter feeders 
that live there.”

Barred Rockcod
(Serranus 

novemcinctus)

a Moray, 
encountered 
30 metres down.
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ScIeNce IN SUpport oF protectIoN
To preserve an ecosystem, it must first be understood. “We use science to support decision making,” sums up Aurélie Spadone, 
programme officer at IUCN. “We can never know everything about these habitats, but it takes a minimum of knowledge to propose 
the best management and protection options. We endeavour to put this information in the hands of the right people – political 
decision makers at the regional and international level.” Among the questions driving scientific campaigns like the one on Walters 
Shoal, the primary one is the role of seamounts in the ocean. “There are very likely links between these particular ecosystems and 
those near coastlines,” explains Spadone. “Although it’s extremely hard to assess the implications of losing seamount-associated 
biodiversity, one can assume that it would have consequences for coastal ecosystems, and therefore generate economic impacts 
locally and threaten food security.” That is why the findings of Walters Shoal expedition, over the longer term, are expected to be of 
more than purely scientific interest.

FaSteNeD 
to the summit 
section of 
the mount, 
researchers 
brush 
limestone 
algae to collect 
the small fauna 
that live on it.

thIS tool 
measures the salinity 
and temperature of 
the water according 
to depth (and in 
close-up, right).

a BeaM traWl 
is a net for capturing 
deep-sea species.
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Back to earth
The three-week sampling trip around 
Walters Shoal was the first step of this 
scientific programme. Once delivered to the 
laboratories, data and samples will continue 
a long journey before producing discoveries. 
“In terms of data about the water column, 
analysis is under way and the first results 
should be ready in the next few months,” 
reckons Sabrina Guduff, who is supporting 
the seamount project within the IUCN Marine 
and Polar Programme. Work to identify the 
samples gathered on the slopes of Walters 
Shoal is taking just as long, although the 
first estimates are starting to come in: some 
500 animal and plant species were collected, 
including a hundred or so that were 
previously unknown – a particularly high 
number – emphasising how little scientists 
know about this seamount. “Once we have 
obtained all the expedition’s results, they will 
still need to be made useable to help meet 
sustainable-management and conservation 
objectives, so that these ecosystems can be 
given the best possible protection,” notes 
Guduff.

THE EXPEDITION 
The expedition to Walters Shoal was part of a huge 
project launched in 2014 by IUCN, and funded by the 
French Global Environment Facility (FFEM).
A logical follow-on to the previous Seamounts Project, 
a mission to study underwater mountains led by IUCN 
from 2009-2013, this new project, called “FFEM-
SWIO”, is focusing on the seamounts of the Indian 
Ocean, located in the high seas, i.e. in areas beyond 
national jurisdictions. Though primarily intended to 
gain a better scientific understanding of the role that 
these ecosystems play for marine life, the FFEM-SWIO 
project is aimed at tapping these findings to formulate 
proposals that enable better protection and more 
sustainable management – whether in Walters Shoal, 
its Indian Ocean neighbours, or more generally on 
seamounts in the high seas across the globe. 

FURTHER READING
• The IUCN website, under the Global Marine and Polar 
Programme section, details the actions conducted 
with regard to seamounts and high-seas governance.
www.iucn.org/theme/marine-and-polar/our-work/
international-ocean-governance

• The expedition website offers a host of information 
on seamounts, Walters Shoal, and the expedition 
itself, notably in a day-to-day log written during the 
operations out at sea.
https://science4highseas.wixsite.com/waltersshoal

FURTHER VIEWING
• The Last Frontier, a 26-minute documentary about 
the Walters Shoal expedition, viewable free online.
Available on YouTube.

FIND oUt More
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The oceans are home to more than half our planet’s species.  
It is necessary – and urgent – to pamper them. Here, we focus on the iconic 

projects of the IUCN Global Marine and Polar Programme.

SaFegUarDINg 
MaNgroveS

IUCN’s push to protect mangrove 
forests did not begin yesterday. For 
more than 10 years, the organisa-

tion, together with the United Nations 
Development Programme, has been 
running the Mangroves for the Future 
initiative, which funds a multitude of 
local and regional projects involving 
mangroves. More recently IUCN, along-
side WWF and the German government, 
has set up the Save Our Mangroves Now! 
programme, which backs about 40 pro-
jects in 15-plus countries worldwide. 
This programme is pursuing several 
goals: encouraging research on man-
groves, setting strategies to preserve 
these habitats and restoring destroyed 
zones, targeting a 20% increase in man-
grove coverage worldwide by 2030.

This ambitious target ref lects high 
stakes: mangrove loss accounts for 10% 
of carbon-dioxide emissions caused by 
deforestation. Although these ecosys-
tems protect coastlines from weather 
events, host unique biodiversity (fish, 
crustaceans, mammals…) and feed mil-
lions of people worldwide, nearly half 
the mangroves have been lost since the 
mid-20th century.

reScUINg coral reeFS 

Although coral reefs represent only 0.2% of the oceans’ area, they are 
home to roughly a third of marine species. And this precious habitat 
seems to be increasingly under threat from a worrying phenomenon: 

coral bleaching. When the water temperature increases abnormally, the 
tiny algae that typically bring food and energy to the reef leave the coral, 
which becomes entirely white. If the rise in temperature lasts too long, 
the coral eventually dies. In this era of climate change, bleaching episodes 
are becoming ever more intense and frequent – and a planet-wide threat. 
To better study this phenomenon, IUCN has decided to focus its actions on 
specific areas. After several projects in the Caribbean, a programme called 
“Regenerate” has been running since 2013 in the Maldives archipelago, 
which faces a particularly severe threat from bleaching. In addition to its 
research and awareness-raising actions, Regenerate aims to minimise the 
effects of this phenomenon, in case it cannot be prevented. In particular, 
the use of artificial reefs is being looked at, as these can help quicken corals' 
post-bleaching recovery.

THE OTHER FRONT LINES  
OF OCEAN PROTECTION
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MaNgrove in the 
Saloum Delta, Senegal.

oySter FISher 
in the Bamboung 
marine protected 
area, in the Saloum 
Delta.
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FIghtINg plaStIc pollUtIoN

Over 300 million tonnes 
of plastic is produced 
every year, and about 

eight million tonnes of it end 
up in the oceans, making up 
80% of floating debris. While 
the effects of large pieces of 
plastic on marine wildlife are 
now starting to become clear 
(turtles, whales and birds 
choke to death on ingested 
plastic), another far less visible threat is looming: over time, the 
ocean swell causes this waste to degrade into tiny particles under 
five millimetres in diameter, called microplastics. This plastic 
confetti, present in all the world’s seas and known to contain high 
concentrations of pollutants, is finding its way into the food chain, 
with as yet uncertain effects on biodiversity and food security. To 
better understand the phenomenon, IUCN is conducting several 
studies in parallel. In 2017, the organisation conducted one of the 
first studies to investigate the origin of these microplastics, finding 
that two-thirds of them came from synthetic clothing and tyre 
wear on roads. In addition, IUCN is working with governments on 
regulating plastics in order to ensure that they are replaced, reused 
or recycled to the extent possible.

protectINg the poleS

Already on the frontline of the combat 
against climate change, the poles face 
multiple threats ranging from intensive 

fishing to pollution. IUCN is, in particular, working 
on the issue of microplastics, which are present in 
high concentrations in the Arctic Ocean. The idea 
is not just to study the implications for biodiversity 
and food security, but also to understand how 
these plastic particles influence ice formation. 
In order to more widely protect the Arctic’s 
natural riches, IUCN recently published a report 
proposing to place parts of the Arctic Ocean on 
UNESCO’s World Heritage List. This long-haul 
study lists seven Arctic sites which migh justify 
being awarded such a status. The listing would 
facilitate actions to preserve the continent. And 
to prove the utility of such a measure, a first 
victory was recorded in 2016, on the other side of 
the globe, with the creation of the world’s largest 
marine sanctuary in the Ross Sea, on the edge of 
Antarctica. Requested years ago by IUCN, this 
marine protected area now prohibits any fishing 
or hunting in an area of more than one million 
square kilometres.

aNtarctIca roSS Sea
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Terre Sauvage: How are forests an 
essential habitat for life on Earth?
Chris Buss: Forests make up 30% of the earth’s land area – 
close to four billion hectares – and are home to nearly 80% 
of the globe’s biodiversity. They are crucial habitat for fauna 
and flora. They also supply essential resources to 
humans, who source food and timber from them.

Where are the “hotspots” 
of forest biodiversity?
C. B.: The tropical forest basins of Congo, 
Amazonia and Southeast Asia have the richest 
biodiversity. But across the world, there are other 
smaller forest areas that are also very precious. 
For example, the temperate forests of Georgia and 
the forested Eastern Arc Mountains of Tanzania 
have high levels of endemism.

What are the threats looming 
over forests today?
C. B.: One major threat is the conversion of land 
for farming, on both small and large scales. Every 
second, more than one hectare of tropical forest is 
destroyed or degraded… And on top of that, there 

“The value and 
role of foresTs 

need To Be 
undersTood”

Chris Buss 

Forests are fundamentally important for species and humans, 
and contribute to climate stability – so they need better 
protection. That is what the Bonn Challenge is all about.

IntervIew by Jean-baptIste pouchaIn - IllustratIons by heIdI Jacquemoud

are other threats, such as logging for the timber industry 
and invasive species, which alter ecosystems.

What proportion of the Earth’s 
forests has already been lost?

C. B.: There are several figures. Roughly 30% of 
the world’s forest cover is thought to have been 
lost, including more than half the globe’s tropical 
forests since the 1960s. On average, 15 million hec-
tares are lost every year. That represents a direct 
threat for the fauna and flora of these forests. 
In addition, deforestation reduces the benefits 
of ecosystem services, such as the health of air 
and water, the quality of farmland, and climate 
regulation.

And forests sequester CO2, which 
when it is released into the 
atmosphere by deforestation, 
helps drive climate change. How 
can these emissions be limited?
C. B.: Deforestation is responsible for approxima-
tely 12% of global CO2 emissions. The main mitiga-
ting solution is to halt the loss of forest systems, 

INTERVIEW
Forests and biodiversity
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Chris Buss 
Deputy Director of the 
IUCN Global Forest 
and Climate Change 
Programme, is an 
expert in natural 
resource management 
and rural life. He has 
worked on governance 
and sustainable forest 
management in more 
than 25 countries, 
including Botswana, 
Tanzania and Malawi.
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“Restoring forest  
cover is essential  

for climate.”

while promoting their restoration. 
With this in mind, Germany and IUCN 
launched the Bonn Challenge in 2011. 
The objective is to bring 150 million 
hectares of degraded forest into res-
toration by 2020, and 350 million by 
2030. IUCN is working at multiple 
levels with the private sector and 
countries. No fewer than 47 govern-
ments and organisations have com-
mitted to meeting the challenge, 
making a total of more than 160 mil-
lion hectares of restoration pledges. 
Some of these commitments are 
ambitious. India, for instance, has 
set itself a restoration goal of 21 mil-
lion hectares of forest, which has the 
potential to store 15 tonnes of CO2 a 
year. IUCN first helps governments to 
target opportunities on the ground, 
for example by mapping the various 
forest stakeholders, and through 
economic analysis programmes that 
provide a solid technical basis for 
quantifying and planning restoration. 
The forest landscape restoration pro-
gramme, meanwhile, leads interventions on the ground: 
through increasing forest cover by establishing woodlots, 
through agroforestry (planting trees on farmland), and 
through the natural regeneration of degraded land.

What are the expected benefits 
of the Bonn Challenge?
C. B.: Once we have achieved the target of 350  million 
hectares of restored forests, this can then generate about 
US$170 billion a year in net benefits, thanks to watershed 
protection, farming yields, and forest products. In the fight 
against climate change, increasing forest cover would make 
it possible to store up to 1.7 gigatonnes of CO2 equivalent per 
year. So there would be multiple benefits.

How is progress being 
measured on the ground?
C. B.: At the moment, we’re developing the Bonn Challenge 
Barometer of Progress, which has been welcomed by the 
governments that have taken up the challenge. This tool 
is a tracking protocol launched in conjunction with forest 
restoration experts. It takes into account two dimensions of 
restoration: its success factors, and its results and benefits.

What about working with local populations?
C. B.: One of the pillars of IUCN’s work is the local gover-
nance of forests – namely, the role that local communities 
play in managing them. We are examining the way in which 
they perceive the role of forests and their own dependence 

on forest resources. About 1.6 billion 
people – just over 20% of the world’s 
population – need forests for their 
livelihoods. It’s essential to ensure 
their food security and to devise 
subsistence strategies with them. 
To do this, we need to enhance our 
understanding of what forests sup-
ply (food, timber, medicines, shelter…) 
and which sustainable management 
methods must be adopted in order to 
preserve these services.

Are we talking  
about education?
C. B.: Yes, but it’s a two-way process, 
as we draw heavily on communi-
ties’ ancestral knowledge in order 
to strengthen these strategies. 
Many indigenous groups know a 
great deal about forest management 
and the benefits that a conserved 
forest delivers. More than educa-
tion, these groups need their role as 
decision-makers in the management 
and future of forests recognised. In 

addition, in several countries, these spaces are run by the 
department of agriculture. As resource producers, forests 
are therefore viewed as plantation systems – whereas in fact, 
in rural areas, they play a far more complex role in the life 
of local communities. So it’s necessary for communities to 
be involved in the decision-making and planning processes 
around forests and land use. Site governance must remain 
in their hands: it must be fair, and put people’s rights at the 
heart of the process. This objective is central to the IUCN 
Locally Controlled Forests (LCF) Programme. For example, 
in Tanzania, the government’s forests policy includes local 
communities where estate- and community-owned forests 
are jointly managed.

You mentioned agroforestry – what 
advantages does this method offer 
in terms of biodiversity?
C. B.: Incorporating trees into agricultural crops or into 
grazing systems creates habitat for wildlife, and especially 
for crop auxiliaries like pollinators. But there are also econo-
mic benefits – a direct supply of wood and food for humans 
and animals; and ecosystem benefits – water is regulated, 
soil erosion is reduced, etc. For example, in Rwanda, a den-
sely populated country where there isn’t much room for 
restoration of natural forests, the IUCN Forest Landscape 
Restoration (FLR) Programme has enabled 12,000 hectares 
to be recovered through agroforestry – it’s a win-win solu-
tion, as local populations can improve their livelihoods and 
the forest can regain its environmental functions!  6

INTERVIEW
Forests and biodiversity
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of shared history
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THE BENEFITS 
OF NATURE

Protected areas deliver a number of benefits for species, 
ecosystems and people. By creating the Green List label, 

IUCN is encouraging their equitable governance and 
efficient management. From Chile to Vietnam via Kenya and 

France, let’s take a world tour of some emblematic areas.
BY floriane dupuis
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White StorkS in Doñana national Park in SPain,  
an iUCn Green liSt of ProteCteD area.
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Protected areas cover 20 million 
square kilometres of our planet, or 
nearly 15% of its land. The marine 
areas exceed 25 million square kilo-
metres, or nearly 7% of the oceans. 

There are more than 230,000 in all, according 
to the Protected Planet database that lists them 
worldwide1. But what exactly is meant by “pro-
tected area”? Between countries and cultures, 
the concept can reflect various realities. To find 
a consensus, IUCN proposed a common definition 
that considers a protected area to be “a clearly 
defined geographical space, recognised, dedica-
ted and managed”. Legally designated, a protec-
ted area has as its main purpose the long-term 
conservation of nature, as well as “associated eco-
system services and cultural values”. They come 
in many forms – national parks, wilderness areas, 
nature reserves, marine parks and conservation 
areas managed by indigenous peoples. Here too, 
agreement had to be reached on an international 
standard. The classification defined by IUCN, 
based on very precise criteria, sets six categories 
ranging from Strict Nature Reserve (devoted to 
scientific research and the highest level of pro-
tection) to Protected Area with Sustainable Use 
of Natural Resources.

A bulwArk AgAinst rising temperAtures  
Found on all continents, protected areas have 
shown their effectiveness in reducing, stopping 
or reversing the trend of declining biodiversity. 
Besides this irreplaceable role in protecting 
both marine and land ecosystems, they provide 
a whole array of “services”: as a resource for 
potable water, medicinal plants and wild agri-
cultural varieties; reducing risks and natural 
disasters; adapting to climate change; rebuilding 
fish stocks for fishing activities; developing eco-
tourism; and maintaining indigenous cultures. 
Although the protected area network can still be 
extended globally (it does not cover some ecosys-
tems and threatened species), quantity in itself 
does not suffice. There must also be a focus on 

quality. Which is why a new standard officially 
launched in 2014, the IUCN Green List, is under-
pinned by improving management effectiveness 
for improved conservation outcomes and promo-
ting good and fair governance in protected areas.

the green list: A guArAntee  
of high-quAlity conservAtion
The principle behind the List? The recognition 
of conservation efforts and innovative initiatives 
in protected areas, while measuring the pro-
gress accomplished. Twenty-five sites in eight 
countries already have the Green List label2,  with 
200 others across 22 more countries commit-
ted to the programme. Showcasing a positive 
approach to protecting nature is also the essence 
of the online portal “PANORAMA – Solutions for 
a Healthy Planet”3, which presents nearly 200 
inspiring cases of concrete actions conducted 
in protected areas. In other words, they show 
how nature, when properly managed, can pro-
vide solutions to the challenges our planet faces. 
Also championing action in protected areas 
and biodiversity conservation is the “BIOPAMA 
programme”4. Implemented by IUCN in par-
tnership with the European Commission’s Joint 
Research Centre, it deploys targeted support in 
79 countries in Africa, the Caribbean and the 
Pacific. Its objective: improve the management 
and governance of protected areas through spe-
cific capacity-building actions and by developing 
regional biodiversity observatories. These com-
pile reliable data on the environment (status of 
protected areas, poaching, illegal logging), which 
are essential tools in supporting well-informed 
decisions and targeting priorities such as funding 
requirements in the area of conservation. 6

1 Source: UNEP-WCMC, Protected Planet, World Database 
on Protected Areas, February 2018. www.protectedplanet.
net
2 www.iucn.org/greenlist 
3 www.panorama.solutions 
4 www.biopama.org

WHAT IS A 
PROTECTED AREA?
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national ParkS are one tyPe of ProteCteD areaS. here, BryCe Canyon 
national Park in SoUthern Utah, UniteD StateS.
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kENyA
Ol Pejeta Conservancy
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PlainS ZeBraS.  
in the BaCkGroUnD, 
MoUnt kenya  
(5,199 M).

A recipient of international awards, this 360 square kilometre 
wildlife conservancy is one of only two in Africa to have been 
given IUCN Green List status in 2014, its first year in full use. 
Efficient environmental protection, governance open to 

local populations – all the ingredients are in place here, in East Africa’s 
largest sanctuary for the Black Rhinoceros. The 115 individuals now 
present here are under high surveillance and safe from poachers, like 
the two last Northern White Rhinos living in the wild. Ol Pejeta also 
shelters a host of other iconic African wildlife: African Elephants, 
Grevy’s Zebras (Endangered on the IUCN Red List), Giraffes, Lions, 
Cheetahs, African Wild Dogs and Hartebeests (a kind of antelope). 
In Laikipia County, Ol Pejeta plays a notable role as a biodiversity 
reservoir, helping to make this part of Kenya the richest ecosystem 
for large animals after Masai Mara. The site, which also includes a 
refuge for chimpanzees saved from smugglers, has developed an 
innovative and effective model of nature conservation. Here, herds 
of Boran cattle, a local breed, co-habit with large wildlife. The income 
gained from cattle farming and safari ecotourism means the facility is 
self-sufficient, while also acting as a local development driver for the 
55,000 inhabitants in the environs. The conservancy gives substantial 
funding support – US$8 million by the end of 2017 – to local initiatives 
for education, health, agriculture and solar energy. A model of its kind.

CoMMon elanD

GrÉVy’S ZeBra
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GolDen-MantleD tree kanGaroo
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At a time when primary tropical rainforest has 
dwindled in Papua New Guinea, the Tenkile’s 
story is something of a fairy tale. At home in 
the forest canopy, this tree kangaroo is ende-

mic to the northwest of the country, but present only 
in the remote Torricelli Mountains. When discovered in 
1990, the Tenkile, traditionally hunted by the indigenous 
population, was on the brink of extinction, just like 
the Golden-Mantled Tree Kangaroo, another kangaroo 
endemic to these parts. By the late 1990s, fewer than a 
hundred Tenkiles remained. Faced with this alarming 
situation, 13 villages banned kangaroo hunting. And in 
2001 the Tenkile Conservation Alliance, a local NGO, was 
set up. Two years later, it was being run by Australian 
international volunteers Jim and Jean Thomas, a pair 
of highly dedicated ecologists. Their mission: create a 
protected area in the Torricelli range. Their long-term 
outreach with local people, a textbook piece of work, 
made the impossible happen. By upgrading their equip-
ment (water tanks, solar panels) and introducing alter-
natives to hunting (rabbit and fish farming) and edu-
cation programmes, they have managed to convince 
50 villages, or nearly 13,000 inhabitants, to protect the 
forest. The Tenkile has since begun to thrive – there were 
more than 300 individuals at the last count – and so has 
the incredible biodiversity of the primary forest (birds 
of paradise, Victoria Crowned-pigeons). The reserve, 
which covers about 2,000 square kilometres, will soon 
officially join the IUCN Green List – the first in Papua 
New Guinea to do so.

PAPUA
NEW GUINEA
Torricelli Mountains

tenkile 
tree 
kanGaroo

tranSPortinG Water tankS Jean anD JiM thoMaS
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FRANCE
Iroise Marine Nature Park



N°353 Terre Sauvage 59

 h
e

l
l

io
 e

t
 v

a
n

 in
g

e
n

 /
 B

io
s

P
h

o
t

o
 e

r
W

a
n

 B
a

l
a

n
ç

a
 /

 B
io

s
P

h
o

t
o

All is not quiet on the western front of Finistère. In 2007, the 
Iroise Sea was the first marine nature park to materialise 
in France. And in the ensuing 10 years, this 3,500 square 
kilometre protected area has already proved its worth. 

Its management system, based on dialogue and consultation, has 
demonstrated its efficiency by reconciling environmental protection 
and the sustainable development of human activities. All members 
of its management board – local authorities, fishing professionals, 
associations and central-government agencies – take an active part in 
decision-making, helping the park to operate across its varied themes 
(natural heritage, water quality, fishing, water sports). One of various 
accomplishments involves the protection of the Common Bottlenose 
Dolphin, two colonies of which live throughout the year around the 
Molène Archipelago. After a monitoring campaign, tailored measures 
were taken in the area, such as the driving of motor craft and harves-
ting of algae – which happen to be one of the incomparable riches of 
the Iroise Sea, home to the largest field of seaweed along the French 
coast (with 300 species listed). The nature park also hosts a colony of 
Grey Seals, marine mammals passing through (Short-beaked Common 
Dolphins, Harbour Porpoises) and nesting sea birds, such as the Little 
Tern and the European Storm-petrel. In an international mark of its 
success, the Iroise Marine Nature Park was among the very first sites 
to join the IUCN Green List in 2014.

Grey Seal

eUroPean StorM-Petrel

BroWn alGae
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SOLOMON  
ISLANDS
Îles Arnavon
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Lost amid the 900 or so Solomon Islands, the Arnavon Islands 
are idyllic little atolls of paramount importance for Hawksbill 
Turtles. Every year, hundreds converge on the islands’ beaches, 
making the Arnavon Islands one of the biggest hatching sites in 

the South Pacific. Rated Critically Endangered on the IUCN Red List, 
the now-protected Hawksbill Turtles were decimated by hunters. Their 
shells, which are particularly sought after for making “tortoiseshell” 
items (eyeglasses, cases, combs) are still coveted by poachers. But 
since 1995 an impressive initiative supported by an NGO, The Nature 
Conservancy, has been securing a bright future for the turtles of the 
Arnavon Islands. The three communities that live in the area – Kia, 
Katupika and Waghena –were once rivals, but have managed to 
overcome their old disputes to create a 150 square kilometre marine 
protected area. The site is under permanent surveillance, eggs are 
counted and protected, baby turtles are helped to reach the sea, and 
there is scientific monitoring. The trained local rangers, from all three 
communities, take turns on the ground, and work effectively. The 
number of hatchings has more than doubled, marking fresh hope for 
these marine turtles, which must face other marine threats (pollution, 
poaching, climate change, fishing nets). This protected area, managed 
and implemented by the local communities, benefits all the marine 
animals living around the Arnavon Islands, and is a candidate for the 
IUCN Green List. Now extended to 170 square kilometres, it became 
the country’s first marine national park in 2017.

SCientifiC MonitorinG of haWkSBill tUrtleS

katUPika ChilDren on ChoiSeUl iSlanD
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MExIqUE

The Maya ruins may appear engulfed by tropical 
forest, but they have lost none of their splen-
dour. Temple-pyramids, palaces and every kind 
of edifice – in the Yucatan Peninsula, around 

Calakmul (the ancient capital of the powerful Kaan 
dynasty), dozens of sites ooze archaeological trea-
sures. Practically uninhabited since the fall of the Maya 
civilisation around the year 1000, this exceptional 
site, granted UNESCO World Heritage List status and 
protected by a biosphere reserve, has retained both its 
cultural and natural integrity. Even today, the Maya 
legacy is perceptible in the structure of the forest mas-
sif and the composition of its flora. A skilful balance 
between human selection and natural regeneration 
testify to more than a thousand years of agroforestry 
practices and developments. The water supply systems 
built by the Maya – aguadas, for harvesting water, and 
chultunes, a kind of tank – are still in place today and 
continue to be vital factors in conserving the forest’s 
species. Jaguars, Pumas, Tapirs, Ocelots, White-lipped 
Peccaries, Red-headed Vultures, Ocellated Turkeys, 
insects, amphibians and flora – the biodiversity of 
Selva Maya is remarkable. This protected area, which 
includes the tropical forests of Calakmul and adjacent 
forests in Belize and Guatemala, belongs to the largest 
tract of tropical forest in Central America (30,000 
square kilometres). As a candidate for IUCN Green 
List status, the Selva Maya site receives technical and 
financial support from IUCN to evaluate, among other 
criteria, how efficiently it is managed.

JaGUar oCellateD tUrkey

ornate 
haWk-eaGle

Protected tropical forests 
of Calakmul
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VIÊTNAM
Vân Long Nature Reserve
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In its elegant black-and-white suit, Delacour’s Langur epitomises 
this area of wetland, from which spectacular limestone peaks 
jut skywards. These primates, endemic to Vietnam and Critically 
Endangered according to the IUCN Red List, make their home in the 

caves of the steep-faced cliffs; and for food they frequent the moun-
tain forests, which are uninhabited by humans. Rediscovered in 1993, 
the langurs’ presence in Vân Long prompted the creation in 2001 of a 
30 square kilometre nature reserve. The population of monkeys has 
since rocketed, and currently exceeds 200 individuals, or more than 
80% of the global estimate. The residents of the surrounding villages 
exploit their resources in a sustainable, time-honoured way – fishing, 
growing rice, foraging – and have become involved in conserving 
and managing the site (prevention of forest fires, a ban on hunting), 
while also contributing to the boom in tourism. Tens of thousands of 
visitors come each year to discover the Vân Long wetlands and go for 
outings in traditional boats to observe birds and langurs. A successful 
example of combining nature protection and sustainable tourism 
durable, Van Long Nature Reserve, a Green List candidate, is one of the 
Vietnamese sites where IUCN and other partners are directly involved 
on the ground. A northward extension of the reserve, currently being 
negotiated, is one of the priority objectives; another is the introduction 
of a fairer system of sharing tourism revenues, in order to sustainably 
fund conservation actions and provide assistance to local residents.

DelaCoUr’S 
lanGUrS 

riCe farMinG anD fiShinG: reSoUrCeS 
are eXPloiteD SUStainaBly.
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CHILE

In the southern Atacama Desert, Humboldt Penguins 
rule the realm. Their colonies, concentrated on the 
coastal islands of Chanaral, Damas and Choros and 
totalling 80% of the global population, led to the 

creation of the Humboldt Penguin National Reserve in 
1990. Fifteen years later, a fishing reserve was added 
around the islands, extending one nautical mile from 
the coast. But protection is inadequate, comes the 
according to NGOs, such as Oceana, nature-protection 
charities, and fishermen, who are pushing for the crea-
tion of a multi-use marine protected area. This would 
encompass the entire zone of 3,500 square kilometres 
(including a coastal land belt nearly 300 kilometres 
long, remarkable for its high concentration of endemic 
plants) and ensure sustainable development of fishing, 
ecotourism and farming activities. The stakes are very 
high: polluting industrial projects (mining and a port) 
threaten this zone, which is bathed by the Humboldt 
current from Antarctica and is a tremendous hotspot 
for marine biodiversity. Its depths – rich in plankton, 
molluscs, crustaceans and fish conveyed by the upwel-
ling of deep, cold water – are frequented by at least 26 
species of marine mammals, including Blue Whales, Fin 
Whales, Humpback Whales, Bottlenose Dolphins, South 
American Sea Lions and Marine Otters (Endangered on 
the IUCN Red List), and 50-plus bird species, such as 
the Peruvian Diving-petrel, which is also Endangered. 
This site, currently the subject of talks with the Chilean 
government, could align with IUCN standards and, 
once designated a protected area, be given Green List 
recognition for its results in conserving biodiversity.

reD-leGGeD CorMorantS SoUth aMeriCan Sea lionS 

Humboldt Penguin 
National Reserve



Terre Sauvage: How would 
you define climate change?
Sandeep Sengupta: According to the United 
Nations Framework Convention on Climate 
Change, it is a change in the world’s climate that 
can be attributed directly or indirectly to human 
activity, in addition to natural climate variability.

What effects does it have 
on biodiversity?
S. S.: A recent study conducted by IUCN specia-
lists showed that with the average increase in 
temperature of 1°C already observed since the 
pre-industrial era, more than 80% of the envi-
ronmental processes that characterise the good 
health of the globe’s ecosystems are being adver-
sely influenced by climate change. The level of the 
oceans is rising, glaciers are melting and extreme 
climate events are becoming more common. Fauna and 
flora habitats are degrading. A 2015 study estimated that 
without any action to reduce greenhouse gas emissions, one 
in six species face the risk of extinction. Climate change is 
not just an issue for polar bears! It’s important to bear in 
mind that it also concerns 19% of the threatened species 
on the IUCN Red List.

What exactly do greenhouse gases cause?
S. S.: They continue to raise global temperatures… The 
concentration in the atmosphere is now higher than at any 
time in the past 800,000 years. Meanwhile, 60% of total CO2 

“NATURE IS A 
POWERFUL ALLY”

Sandeep Sengupta 

Natural ecosystems are precious assets in facing  
the effects of climate change. This is why IUCN has launched  

its “nature-based solutions”. They are explained below.

Sandeep Sengupta
Global Coordinator, IUCN 
Climate Change Portfolio. 
With a doctorate in 
International Relations 
from Oxford University, 
he has been involved in 
how global climate 
policies have evolved in 
the past 20 years.

IntervIew by Jean-baptIste pouchaIn - IllustratIons by heIdI Jacquemoud

emissions due to human activities since the pre-
industrial era are stored in the oceans or in ter-
restrial ecosystems. This is affecting biodiversity 
at all latitudes, from the tropics to the poles. The 
build-up of carbon dioxide in the water is causing 
the oceans to become acidic and warmer. This is 
destroying coral reefs, which are the ecosystems 
worst hit by climate change, together with the 
polar regions.

How does IUCN help countries 
to assess the vulnerability 
of their species?
S. S.: IUCN is taking a transversal approach to the 
problem of climate change, because it’s affecting 
people and nature to the same degree. Regarding 
species, our expert body is the Species Survival 
Commission, which in particular draws up the 

IUCN Red List of Threatened Species. 
The process involves developing standardised methodologies 
for the countries in question such as detailed recommen-
dations on how to assess species’ vulnerability in the face 
of climate change.

How is nature helping to 
mitigate climate change?
S. S.: Healthy ecosystems such as forests are a powerful 
shield against climate change, because they absorb and 
store carbon dioxide. Terrestrial and coastal ecosystems 
store nearly five times the amount of CO2 present in the 

INTERVIEW
Climate change
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“Investing in nature 
makes sense, and it 
delivers benefits.” 

atmosphere. This is why one of 
IUCN’s core programmes is called 
Nature-Based Solutions. We argue 
that better conservation, manage-
ment and restoration of natural eco-
systems deliver tangible benefits in 
terms of mitigating climate change. 
An eloquent example is the Bonn 
Challenge, an initiative launched 
in 2011 and backed by nearly 40 
countries. They have pledged to res-
tore their degraded forests, which 
act as carbon sinks. According to one 
study, nature-based solutions can 
meet 37% of climate change mitiga-
tion needs and keep global tempera-
ture growth below 2°C by 2030.

So these nature-based 
solutions will only serve 
to reduce CO2 emissions?
S. S.: No, they have multiple bene-
fits for society – such as reducing 
the risk of climate-related disas-
ters, conserving biodiversity and 
improving the livelihoods of local 
communities. For instance, conser-
ving wetlands and mangroves hel-
ped the United States avoid more than US$ 600 million in 
damage from flooding caused by Hurricane Sandy in 2012.  
A healthy mangrove ecosystem is also a big asset for humans’ 
fishing activities, as they are nurseries for fish. What’s the 
message from all of this? That nature is a powerful ally in 
the process of adapting to the effects of climate change. 
Investing in nature makes sense from economic, social and 
environmental perspectives.

In the world, who most needs 
nature as an ally?
S. S.: We must all become nature’s allies – developed 
countries, developing countries, companies, citizens… 
Conserving the ecosystems that feed us will make us more 
resilient to climate change.

Does creating protected natural areas 
also help fight climate change?
S. S.: Yes, they are one of IUCN’s nature-based solutions. 
Protected areas store nearly 15% of the terrestrial carbon 
stock. Many countries, such as Mexico, have incorporated 
protected areas into their climate change action plan. But 

protected areas are in turn vulne-
rable to climate change, especially 
the marine areas. A quarter of the 
natural sites on UNESCO’s World 
Heritage List are threatened, and 
notably the Great Barrier Reef. 
IUCN addresses this aspect by pre-
paring documents called “guides” 
for their managers.

The Democratic Republic 
of the Congo and the 
Republic of the Congo have 
asked the international 
community for money 
in return for protecting 
their peat bogs. Why?
S. S.: One of the big difficulties for 
developing countries when it comes 
to protecting their biodiversity is 
the lack of international support. 
There are mechanisms, such as 
the United Nations-coordinated 
REDD+, that propose results-based 
payments – that is, financial com-
pensations for countries that sus-
tainably protect and manage their 
ecosystems. The two Congos have 

discovered that they have the largest peat bogs in the world. 
These ecosystems are highly efficient carbon sinks and 
they must be protected, with help from the other countries.

In 2015, the Paris Agreement on climate 
was acclaimed. With two years’ hindsight, 
has it proven its effectiveness?
S. S.: Climate change is a historically complicated chal-
lenge for humanity, as demonstrated by the failure of the 
Kyoto Protocol. Today, the approach is more bottom-up, 
with national commitments and initiatives supervised by 
international bodies. It’s too early to say whether the Paris 
Agreement has been effective. But one thing’s for certain – 
such an agreement, between nearly 200 countries, had never 
been witnessed before. And the new system is actually better 
designed: it requires countries to submit their “nationally 
determined contributions”, meaning their climate-related 
commitments, at regular intervals. Each new contribution 
must be more ambitious than the previous one. Will that 
be enough to keep global warming below 2°C? It will all 
depend on whether these commitments are met. It will all 
depend on concrete actions. 6
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ThE WhALEs 
OF sAKhALIN

By JEAN-BAPTiSTE POUCHAiN

The Sea of Okhotsk, off  Siberia, hosts the last 
population of gray whales in the western North 
Pacifi c. Every summer, these cetaceans gather 
near the island of Sakhalin, where the oil and gas 
industry is expanding. IUCN has been working for 
years to protect these marine mammals.

BUSINESS AND BIODIVERSITY



Oil, gas development and 
fishing are threatening 

the equilibrium of the gray 
whales of the western North 

Pacific. IUCN is playing the 
role of mediator to establish 

a co-existence.
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The waters around Sakhalin are the summer feeding grounds for  
most of the western North Pacific population of gray whales, estimated  

at about 200 individuals.

THE SEA OF OKHOTSK IS A KEY SITE  
FOR THIS GROUP’S SURVIVAL

WHEN SUMMER COMES, these gray whales gather in the Sea of Okhotsk. Here, close to Russia, they take things easy, building up their strength until autumn.

UNTil THE 1980S, some thought 
that the gray whale were no longer 
present in the western Pacific.

THiS lARGE CETACEAN is particularly keen on amphipods. To find these 
crustaceans, it sucks in mud and sand, and using its baleen – a comb-like strainer 
of plates – retains only the choicest morsels.
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RATED CRiTiCAlly 
Endangered, the gray whales  
of the western North Pacific  
are fragile giant.
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ACORN BARNAClES 
and cyamids are small 
crustaceans that lodge in 
the whales’ skin. The scars 
caused by the barnacles 
can help scientists to 
identify individuals.

I
n the cold waters of the Sea of 
Okhotsk, near the Russian island 
of Sakhalin, a dinghy’s engine 
rips the silence. It is a cool day 
in September, but free of rain or 
fog. Alexander Burdin, a Russian 
biologist specialising in marine 
mammals, and his research team 

have seized this rare opportunity to leave 
their base camp, Piltun Lighthouse, and 
head out to sea. Barely 500 metres from 
the shore and there they are, feasting: 
gray whales (Eschrichtius robustus) of 
the western North Pacific. Every year, 
more than a hundred of these ocean-
going giants swim close to a narrow strip 
of coastline, not far from the mouth of 
the Lagoon. Burdin begins his work to 
photo-identify them as part of a Russian 
research programme which, since 1995, 
has been studying the gray whales of 
Sakhalin. He photographs the white-
and-grey mottling on the whales’ body, 
which forms an “ID card” specific to each 
individual. 

These markings are actually a mixture of 
skin pigmentation and scars left by acorn 
barnacles, a kind of small crustacean. 
Burdin spots a cloud of sediment below 
the surface, not far from the dinghy – 
a sign that a cetacean is feeding. Gray 

whales’ method is unique: they dive to 
between five and 15 metres deep, to dis-
lodge amphipods, their favourite food. 
As most of the whales are “right handed”, 
they roll onto their right flank and use 
their tongue to suck in silt and sand, 
before filtering them back out through 
their coarse baleen, keeping only the 
invertebrates. By feeding in this way, 
gray whales disturb the sediment and 
thus renew the entire ecosystem of the 
ocean depths, while maintaining the 
structure and diversity of its communi-
ties of invertebrates.

LONG-DISTANCE TRAVELLERS
The waters around Sakhalin are the sum-
mer feeding grounds for most of the small 
population of gray whales of the western 
North Pacific, estimated in 2017 at about 
200 individuals. For 10 years now, this 
population has been rated Critically 
Endangered on the IUCN Red List. 
However, its status is currently being 
re-examined in the light of estimates 
that show slow, but stable growth since 
2014. Decimated by hunting for centu-
ries, the gray whale was thought by some 
observers to have been eradicated in the 
Western Pacific until the 1980s, when 
small pods of individuals were spotted 
off Sakhalin. 

Burdin and his colleagues identify an 
adult on its side, with just a simple lobe 
of its tail above the waterline: a mother 
feeding milk to her calf. The scientists 
prefer to keep their distance until the 
calf is weaned, at about eight months: 
in the old days, whalers called the Gray 
whale“devil fish” because of the mothers’ 
aggressive behaviour in protecting their 
babies. The strong bond between calf and 
parent is put to test during the spring 
migration from their wintering grounds 
in the warm southerly waters. The female 
embarks on this journey having eaten 
very little for four months and needing 
to be wholly devoted to her baby, still 
suckling and a novice swimmer. Together 
they progress near the coasts, steering 
clear of the killer whales liable to exploit 
the mother’s exhaustion and attack the 
calf. Once at Sakhalin, the calf learns to 
feed itself by its mother’s side. It is now 
venturing further and further away, 
marking its independence and gathering 
with other weaned youngsters near the 
mouth of the lagoon. Summer is coming 
to an end: the adults cease feasting and 
begin to exhibit mating behaviours. In 
November, the whales will migrate back 
to their wintering grounds. During this 
odyssey, couplings will take place and 
the pregnant females, having built up 
enough fat for their gestation, will give 
birth, after reaching their destination, 
to a fresh generation of calves. 

Gray whales are tremendously strong 
swimmers, able to make two-way 
migrations of 15,000 kilometres. Even 
so, little is known about the wintering 
grounds of the western North Pacific 
population. While it is probable that 
some of them swim down towards the 
China Sea, and even as far as Vietnam, a 
Russian-American research programme 
in 2010-11 led by Bruce Mate from the 
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A yOUNG  gray whale 
leaping , off the island 
of Sakhalin, near the 
mouth of Pitun Lagoon. 

A yOUNG 
GRAy WHAlE 

leaping off 
the island of 

Sakhalin, near 
the mouth of 

Piltun Lagoon.

N°353 Terre Sauvage 77



OIL GROUPS AND GRAY WHALES: HOW CAN THEY 
COHABIT ?
In the early 2000s, the Sakhalin-II project led by Sakhalin Energy entered a new 
expansion phase of oil and gas development off the island of Sakhalin. 
Environmental NGOs (including IFAW and WWF) were concerned about its potential 
impact on gray whales, which depend on the waters of Sakhalin to feed. In 2004, 
the banks funding the project asked for an independent group of experts to be set 
up to advise the company regarding the impact assessment of the development 
work and the whale monitoring programme. In 2005, per the experts’ 
recommendations, an offshore gas pipeline was rerouted to avoid the cetaceans’ 
feeding grounds. Since 2006, the IUCN-administered group called the Western Gray 
Whale Advisory Panel continues today: for example, the group advises Sakhalin 
Energy on designing measures to monitor and protect the whales when the 
company conducts seismic surveys. Likewise, in coordination with the International 
Whaling Commission, IUCN and the advisory group are helping to develop an 
international conservation plan with all countries in the gray whales’ range, in Asia 
and North America.
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FACTFILE 
Latin name: Eschrichtius robustus 
(western North Pacific population)
IUCN status: Critically Endangered 
Length: 11-15 metres
Weight: up to 40 tonnes
Population: 180-200
Distribution: feeding grounds near 
the Russian island of Sakhalin; 
wintering grounds between Japan 
and China or near the Mexican coast
Reproduction: the female gives birth 
every 2-3 years

REFERENCE MATERIAL
• The website (in English) of the 
IUCN Western Gray Whale Advisory 
Panel is a mine of information on the 

ecology of the gray whale and the 
work being done with the Sakhalin 
Energy company: www.iucn.org/
western-gray-whale-advisory-
panel
• Three short documentaries (in 
English) produced by the US National 
Marine Fisheries Service, presenting 
the biology of the gray whale and 
the challenge to conserve it:
- Gray whale Research part 1: 
Born to Migrate
- Gray Whale Research part 2:
From the Brink of Extinction to 
Recovery
- Gray Whale Research part 3:
The Rigors of Research

Videos available on YouTube.

FiND OUT MORE

University of Oregon made an incre-
dible discovery after fitting satellite tags 
on several whales while they were fee-
ding at Sakhalin. Three of them crossed 
the ocean as far as the Canadian coast 
of British Colombia and the American 
coasts of Washington and Oregon, and 
then joined the migration of another 
population of gray whales, those of the 
eastern North Pacific, which numbers 
nearly 27,000 individuals. The scien-
tists had previously thought that the two 
populations, which are genetically dif-
ferent, did not mingle. They were forced 
to reconsider, and formulate the hypothe-
sis that the gray whales of the western 
North Pacific split into two groups 

during winter: one joining the mass of 
gray whales migrating down the North 
American coastline in the eastern North 
Pacific, and the other staying constantly 
in the western side of the ocean. Varvara, 
one of the satellite-tracked whales, 
migrated as far south as Mexico before 
returning to Sakhalin, travelling 22,511 
kilometres in 172 days – a record distance 
for a mammal.

COLLISION AND NOISE RISKS
After 10 hours working at sea, Alexander 
Burdin and his team return to Piltun 
Lighthouse. They spot a buoy in the 
water, used by the salmon fishing indus-
try that is threatening the whales. This 

lightly regulated activity presents the 
risk of the cetaceans being caught in 
nets. In addition, Sakhalin’s continen-
tal shelf is rich in hydrocarbons, which 
the oil and gas industries extract while 
the whales are in residence, creating the 
risk of collision with ships, exposure to 
oil and severe underwater noise, espe-
cially during seismic surveys. In spite of 
all these, measures have been taken by 
several companies, including Sakhalin 
Energy, which works in partnership with 
an IUCN advisory group (see box below) 
to limit the effects of their activities, offe-
ring hope that the population of  grays 
whales of the western North Pacific will 
gradually become re-established. 6

liTTlE iS KNOWN about the wintering grounds of these Sakhalin whales. A recent study showed that some of them cross the Pacific 
to join another population off Canada (photo) and the United States.
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IUCN partners with companies as part of a sustainable development  
strategy. The objective is to show that although their activities have an impact 

on biodiversity, companies can also be a source of solutions.

A PlATFORM TO SHOWCASE BEST PRACTiCES

In 2009, IUCN’s French Committee set up a partnership to promote “business 
and biodiversity”. This working group brings together big French corpora-
tions (EDF, Engie, L’Occitane, Veolia, etc.), members of IUCN France, and 

various experts, whose objective is to improve corporate practices. Earlier, 
the partnership was involved in environmental  reporting – that is, compa-
nies’ environmental performance – with a particular interest in biodiversity. 
“The idea is to develop concrete points, such as indicators to measure their 
impacts on biodiversity,” says Gérard Bos, director of the Global Business and 
Biodiversity Programme. “This then enables IUCN’s French Committee to pro-
vide them recommendations.” More recently, the working group has focused 
on mobilising and raising awareness among the employees of companies that 
partner with our members and experts, thus helping them to make progress 
collectively on biodiversity,” explains Florence Clap, head of the Biodiversity 
Policy Programme at IUCN’s French Committee. A GROUP TO HANDlE A 

CRiSiS iN BRAZil

In November 2015, a tailings dam burst at 
a mine in Fundão, Brazil, killing 19 people 
and displacing about 800 more. The pile 

of mud that poured into the River Doce tra-
velled 650 kilometres to the Atlantic Ocean, 
wreaking havoc on the aquatic biodiversity. 
Renova Foundation, established by mine 
owner Samarco, was set up to repair the 
damage caused by the disaster. At Renova’s 
request, IUCN put in place an independent 
advisory panel to provide the foundation 
with technical and scientific advice on res-
toring the entire watershed. “Our aim is 
to restore the river’s ecosystem services,” 
explains Gérard Bos. “It’s a comprehensive 
approach: we inspect the consequences 
of activities on the banks, with the aim of 
making suggestions on governance of the 
entire watershed.” Following field visits by 
scientific experts, IUCN is currently analy-
sing 42 restoration-action proposals in order 
to assess their relevance and decide on which 
themes to focus its technical support.

A PlAN TO lOOK AFTER “NATURAl CAPiTAl”

In 2016, IUCN launched together 
with its partners the Natural 
Capital Protocol, a framework 

for business to measure and value 
its direct and indirect impacts 
and dependenceon nature, and to 
incorporate them into its strate-
gic decision making. “We want to 
create a way of thinking that isn’t 
based on penalising poor practice,” 

declares Gérard Bos. “Countries must encourage companies to invest in 
nature, and value those that properly manage the country’s natural capital.” 
For example, the cement producers in the Nord-Pas-de-Calais region of  France 
came together in the past to design a restoration masterplan for their quarries 
and create a wildlife corridor. Today, IUCN is focused on harmonising the 
“language” of companies and governments, so that the former’s reporting is 
aligned with the latter’s accounting. “In Colombia, we worked with Nespresso 
to evaluate their coffee growers’ impact on natural capital – water, in parti-
cular – and then to interact with the government, the World Bank and the 
Colombian Coffee Growers Federation to see whether all their calculations 
matched. If its management is good, then these actions can be recognised at 
the national and international levels!”
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PROMOTING  
CORPORATE PARTNERshIP
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SUMATRAN TIGER
Panthera tigris sumatrae
EXACTLY FORTY YEARS AGO, the future 
of the Sumatran Tiger, the smallest sub-
species of tiger, was already less than 
rosy: there were roughly a thousand 
individuals living in the wild. Ten years 
later, barely 800 remained in the wild 
and this number has tumbled further. 
Today, an estimated 450 tigers roam 
the forests of the Indonesian island of 
Sumatra. This very worrying decline is 
due chiefly to poaching, a reduction of 

the big cat’s prey, and to the fragmen-
tation of the tiger’s natural environ-
ment. In 2014, IUCN launched a vast 
programme to protect tigers and their 
habitats throughout Asia, by giving 
grants of up to €2 million to various 
NGOs, governments and local orga-
nisations. It is hoped that the majestic 
Sumatran Tiger does not befall the same 
fate as its close cousins, the Bali and 
Javan Tigers, which are now extinct.

EN dANGER CRITIqUECR
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red

The IUCN Red List of 
Threatened Species™ brings 

good news, and bad news. 
Today, some 26,197 species on 

the IUCN Red List are under 
threat of extinction. Among 
them: the Sumatran Tiger, 
the Javan Rhinoceros, the 

California Condor and a host 
of lesser-known species.

BY YANN CHAVANCE 
ILLUSTRATIONS BY FRANCOIS DESBORDES

WHeN SPeCIeS See
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CRITICALLY ENdANGEREdCR

HAINAN GIBBON
Nomascus nasutus
THE REd LIST’S HISTORY is full of deep 
concerns, but also of unexpected good  
news. For more than 40 years, no one 
had seen the Hainan Gibbon, an Asian 
primate with an orange or black coat, 
which lives in mountain forests at 800 
metres altitude. The species was assumed 
to be extinct until the early 2000s, when a 
population of 150 individuals was redis-
covered on the border between China and 

Vietnam. The two countries then worked 
together to conserve what were probably 
the species’ last representatives. Unfor-
tunately, the Hainan Gibbon is still one of 
the most threatened primates on our pla-
net: the main concerns are habitat loss 
and illegal hunting, while the very small 
size of the population raises the fear of 
inbreeding, which could jeopardise the 
long-term viability of the species.
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CRITICALLY ENdANGEREdCR

NORTHERN SPORTIVE LEMUR
Lepilemur septentrionalis
AMONG THE COUNTRIES worldwide where 
species are most threatened by extinction, 
Madagascar is sadly near the top of the list, 
notably because its natural spaces have 
shrunk dramatically. The island’s mam-
mals have not been spared - more than 
100 species feature on the IUCN Red List. 
This situation is all the more staggering as 
many of the animals are endemic, meaning 
that they exist nowhere else on earth. This is 
true of the Northern Sportive Lemur, whose 
predicament sadly illustrates the scope of 

the problem. There are now only 50 or so 
specimens of this tiny lemur – it weighs less 
than a kilo! – in the wild, living in a territory 
of just 10 square kilometres. To try to save 
this primate, IUCN is funding a conser-
vation project wholly dedicated to the 
survival of the Northern Sportive Lemur. 
One of the programme’s aims is to develop 
sustainable alternatives to charcoal, which 
is often behind illegal deforestation on the 
island, a primary reason natural space on 
Madagascar is shrinking.

ANEGAdA ROCK IGUANA
Cyclura pinguis
AT FIRST GLANCE, Anegada Island, loca-
ted in the archipelago of the British Virgin 
Islands, looks like plenty of other deserted 
islands in the Caribbean: a small atoll about 
20 kilometres long and five wide, fringed 
by gorgeous beaches. There is much more 
to this island than meets the eye. It is the 
last sanctuary of a species of iguana (after 
which the species is named): the Anegada 
Rock Iguana. The iguana used to be found in 
Puerto Rico and many surrounding islands, 
but became extinct from these islands due 

to predation by pet dogs and cats. Preda-
tion from cats and dogs is also an issue on 
Anegada, but now livestock (sheep, goats, 
donkeys) present another threat, depriving 
this herbivorous iguana of a large chunk of 
its diet. To save the iguanas from extinc-
tion, several programmes are being run 
to raise very young specimens in captivity 
until they are big enough to fight off pre-
dators, and  to create new populations on 
neighbouring islands in order to maximise 
the odds of survival of this fragile reptile.
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CRITICALLY ENdANGEREdCR

CALIFORNIA CONdOR
Gymnohyps californianus
HERE IS A VETERAN among Critically 
Endangered species on the IUCN Red 
List. The Condor  exemplifies a great 
variety of causes that can lead to ex-
tinction. This large raptor, which has 
a wingspan of three metres, used to 
glide above the entire western coast 
of North America, but its population 
has fallen inexorably over the past 
two centuries. The causes? Hunting, 
habitat loss and pesticides. In 1987, 
only six individuals were counted in 
the wild; a figure deemed insuffi-
cient to ensure the future of the spe-
cies. This harsh realisation prompted 

the scientific community to set up, 
what was back then, a novel conser-
vation initiative. The six individuals 
were captured and taken to join their 
peers living in captivity, for a highly 
controlled breeding programme. In 
1992, with the captive population 
increasing, the first reintroduc-
tions took place, followed by many 
others over the years. Today, there 
are 230 California condors living 
in the wild. The species is Critically 
Endangered, but it demonstrates the 
potential success of reintroduction 
programmes.
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VAqUITA
Phocoena sinus
ALSO CALLEd THE GULF OF CALIFORNIA 
harbour porpoise and the desert por-
poise, the Vaquita is thought to be the 
world’s smallest cetacean at barely 1.5 
metres long. This discreet porpoise is also 
the world’s most endangered cetacean. 
In 1997, more than 550 individuals were 
counted in the wild, but today there are 
probably only 30 individuals remaining.  
Found in shallow waters near the coast 
in the northern Gulf of California, this 
animal has been hit particularly hard 

by fishing activities, being caught in gill 
nets. To make matters worse, attempts 
to breed the Vaquita in captivity have 
been aborted, as the species experienced 
extreme stress during capture. With such 
a small population, specialists fear this 
cetacean will become extinct in three ge-
nerations – about 30 years from now. Ini-
tiatives have been put in place in recent 
years, driven by IUCN and the Mexican 
government, to change fishing practices 
and thus try to save the Vaquita.

SAOLA
Pseudoryx nghetingensis
NOWAdAYS, it is one thing to dis-
cover a species of frog or insect, 
but it is quite another to come 
across an unknown 100-kilo bo-
vine that looks like an antelope 
and has amazing horns! Back in 
1992, a team of scientists stu-
dying the forests on the Vietnam-
Laos border made an astonishing 
find in a hunter’s home - a skull 
with highly unusual long and 
straight horns –  the Saola! The 
species remained very elusive, 

and only in 1999 was it photo-
graphed in its natural habitat 
thanks to a camera trap. Despite 
its imposing stature, the animal 
was not seen in the wild for more 
than 10 years. In 2010, villagers 
finally captured a living speci-
men, but it died a few days later. 
The species now ranks among the 
world’s rarest, with an estimated 
population of 250 individuals. As 
such, very little is known about 
this species.
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LISTE ROUGE 

ENdANGEREdEN

BURMESE 
ROOFEd 
TURTLE
Batagur trivitt ata
dUE TO LOSS of its habitat and to cap-
tures destined for the Chinese meat 
market, the Burmese Roofed Turtle was 
presumed extinct, having been last 
observed in 1935. A few individuals of 
this turtle were rediscovered in 2002 
in a river in Myanmar (Burma). Multiple 
actions have since been conducted to 
consolidate this fragile species, including 
captive breeding programmes followed 
by reintroductions into the wild, opera-
tions to protect nests and wild popu-
lations, and the introduction of educa-
tion programmes to raise awareness of 
species conservation among people who 
live in proximity to the turtle. Thanks to 
all these initiatives, Myanmar now has 
about 40 Burmese Roofed Turtles living 
in the wild, as well as hundreds of spe-
cimens in captivity in the country’s zoos 
and sanctuaries.
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KAKAPO
Strigops habroptila
A BIRd ENdEMIC TO NEW ZEALANd, the 
Kakapo is one of the oddities of the animal 
world – it is the only parrot that cannot fly. At 
an ungainly four kilos, this is the heaviest par-
rot in the world. It runs along the ground and 
can even climb trees, where it often spends the 
night. The size of the Kakapo is a consequence 
of slow evolution away from predators. It is 
thought that with no terrestrial mammals in 
its territory, and needing only to be wary of a 
few large raptors, the animal gradually lost 
its ability to fly. Its wings became smaller as it 
grew in size – today it measures 60 centimetres 
tall. The Kakapo is a solely nocturnal species, 
with its green plumage camouflaging it during 
the day. These characteristics unfortunately 
made the species particularly vulnerable to 
predators introduced by man to New Zealand, 
primarily cats and rats. Today, about 150 Kaka-
pos survive in the wild, spread between three 
small predator-free islands.

JAVAN RHINOCEROS
Rhinoceros sondaicus
RANKING AMONG THE WORLd’S 
RAREST big mammals, the range of 
the Javan Rhinoceros once covered 
most of Southeast Asia, as far as 
China. Worth a fortune on the black 
market, due to its uses in traditio-
nal Chinese medicine, its horn pre-
cipitated decline of this rhinoceros. 
In 2011, a small surviving group of 
individuals in Vietnam disappeared. 
The last representatives of the spe-
cies now live in Ujung Kulon Natio-
nal Park, on the Indonesian island 

of Java. With just 67 individuals 
counted, inbreeding issues now cast 
a shadow over the species’ future. No 
individuals are being bred in capti-
vity. To avoid disturbing the animal, 
this rhino is subject to little direct 
study, so very little is known about 
it. We do know, however, that it likes 
being close to water, feeds mainly on 
young shoots and fallen fruits, the 
females reproduce every four to five 
years, and its life expectancy could 
be as high as 40 years.
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I
n  1 9 6 6 ,  I U C N 
released for the 
first time a publi-
cation that would 
acquire legendary 
status – The Red 

Data Book of Endangered Species, a simple 
folder containing two volumes, one devo-
ted to mammals, the other to birds. This 
reference work has since been enriched 
continuously. More than 93,000 species 
have now been assessed worldwide.

TO GAUGE THE THREATS weighing on 
such a large number of species, IUCN has 
had to develop a very strict methodology 
and enlist nearly 7,500 experts, split into 
more than 140 specialist groups, which 
all work under the auspices of the Species 
Survival Commission. “This vast network 
allows us to cover biodiversity in every 
region of the world,” says Olivier Hasinger, 
coordinator of this network, which is 
the biggest within IUCN. “Each group, 
whether focused on studying cetaceans 
or conifers, is headed by a recognised 
expert in the field, who is supported by 
various specialists - they can be members 
of NGOs active in conservation work on 
the ground; university researchers; or 

BIOdIVerSITY IN 
INTeNSIVe CAre  

In half a century’s existence, the IUCN Red List has established  
itself as a valuable barometer of the planet’s biodiversity,  

an essential resource in drawing up conservation plans, and a highly 
effective awareness-raising tool.

people in charge of government agencies.” 
It is these experts, working closest to the 
ground, who collect the raw data on the 
species being assessed, such as population 
size and distribution.

IUCN COMPILES this information and 
determines levels of threat to a species, 
in consultation with the group of experts. 
“The risk of extinction of each species is 
set in accordance with the same list of 
objective and measurable criteria, which 
are broad enough to be applied to all bio-
diversity,” explains the Swiss coordinator. 
“IUCN ensures that this methodology is 
scrupulously adhered to for each species, 
so that, for example, a great ape and a fish 
are assessed in the same way.” This desire 
to have most the consistent list possible 
makes it a powerful tool, especially to 
guide conservation actions in the pla-
net’s most sensitive areas, in those with 
the richest biodiversity, and in those with 
the largest number of species in danger of 
extinction.

A PRECIOUS AID in designing conserva-
tion plans, the IUCN Red List also allows 
the effectiveness of these plans to be moni-
tored over time – which, Olivier Hasinger 

reminds us, is one of the IUCN Red List’s 
core objectives. “Each species must be re-
assessed every five years. This provides a 
dynamic database that lets us pinpoint 
trends over time.” Trends such as a species 
being downgraded from Endangered to 
Vulnerable, thanks to effective conserva-
tion policies, or conversely, a high risk of 
extinction being signalled. Unfortunately, 
the latter case is still often observed world-
wide. Since the adoption in 2001 of the nine 
threat categories that make up the IUCN 
Red List, the overall trend in the num-
ber of endangered species has continued  
to grow.

SEVERAL MORE DECADES of monito-
ring species is required to produce a more 
precise picture of how our biodiversity is 
progressing. Meanwhile, IUCN intends 
to continue the massive job it began half 
a century ago. “We have already compre-
hensively assessed all known mammal, 
bird, amphibian and reptile species, but 
plants and invertebrates are still under-
represented. IUCN’s target is to reach 
160,000 assessed species by 2020. Such 
a quantity should give us a good measu-
rement of the overall conservation status 
of the planet’s plant and animal species.” 
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Terre Sauvage: How has the oil 
palm tree come to play such an 
important role in the world’s 
food and agriculture?
Erik Meijaard: The oil palm tree is the most 
productive oil plant – more so than soy, rape 
or sunflower. As it yields a lot of oil per culti-
vated hectare, it’s a very attractive crop for 
local farmers. What’s more, palm oil has many 
applications: it’s used for cooking in Asia, but 
is also found in many products such as sham-
poo, toothpaste and food spreads. It’s the most 
consumed fat in the world! We all use it, to a 
certain degree. After Southeast Asia, we can 
expect oil palm plantations to develop greatly 
in Africa and South America.

Can a link be made between 
poverty and palm oil in countries 
where it’s produced?
E. M.: The governments of countries that produce the most 
palm oil, like Indonesia and Malaysia, argue that it’s an 
essential “contributor” to the national economy, and that 
it lifts people out of poverty. But when you look closer, you 

realise it’s not that simple. In Kalimantan, the 
Indonesian part of the island of Borneo, some 
communities would be better off without oil 
palm. For those that have long been exposed to 
the market economy, and know how to deal with 
middlemen, it can be worthwhile. But those who 
live in the forest, cut off from the world market, 
are faced with more problems: often, investors 
buy land from a few powerful individuals in the 
villages without consulting the community, and 
thus create inequalities. We still lack data-based 
studies on this issue, but let’s say that although 
some people benefit from palm oil, it’s far less 
true of others…

What consequences is this oil 
industry having on biodiversity?
E. M.: Most terrestrial biodiversity is concentra-
ted in the tropics, and so is the palm oil industry. 
Tropical forests are among the richest ecosys-

tems. When they are replaced by oil palm plantations, their 
biodiversity declines by 90%. Some iconic species, such as 
the orangutan, lose their habitat and die, which is a big 
factor in the negative publicity that palm oil is receiving. 

“LET’S PRODUCE 
SUSTAINABLY”

Erik MEijaard

Palm oil, which is consumed more than any other oil  
worldwide, is at the heart of some major environmental issues. 

An IUCN task force is endeavouring to put responsible 
production in place.

IntervIew by Jean-baptIste pouchaIn - IllustratIons by heIdI Jacquemoud
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Erik MEijaard
Chair of the IUCN Palm Oil 
Task Force, he is a 
scientific expert on 
nature conservation in 
Southeast Asia. He heads 
the Borneo Futures 
project and teaches at 
the Centre of Excellence 
for Environmental 
Decisions (University of 
Queensland, Australia).
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“We need to focus  
on the way  

that plantations  
are managed.”

Compared to the complex ecosys-
tems of tropical forests, a forest of 
oil palms is a depleted, homogeneous 
environment, where animal species 
are less abundant and diverse. This 
does not mean that these crops have 
no environmental value – wild pigs 
adore oil palms, because they feed on 
the fallen fruit. There can be monkeys, 
birds, and sometimes lots of snakes. 
But that only applies to certain gene-
ralist species. An oil palm plantation 
will always contain more biodiversity 
and store more carbon than grazing 
grassland. The problem is that it more 
often takes the place of tropical forest 
rather than grassland… From 2005 to 
2015, 50% of deforestation in Borneo 
was caused by oil palm development.

How can this phenomenon 
be fought?
E. M.: There are sustainable palm oil 
certification programmes. The best 
known is Roundtable on Sustainable 
Palm Oil (RSPO). To obtain it, several 
criteria must be met, such as identifying high value areas for 
conservation and CO2 storage, and leaving them intact. But 
for the moment, RSPO only covers about 20% of global pro-
duction, and countries like Malaysia and Indonesia are not 
harmonising their certification criteria, which complicates 
any assessment of progress in protecting their biodiversity. 
Even so, a study in which I took part in Borneo showed that 
farms with RSPO certification cause less deforestation than 
those without it…

What improvements could make 
palm oil more sustainable?
E. M.: In my view, we must focus primarily on the way that 
plantations are managed. I have been working for several 
years with an oil palm farm in western Kalimantan. It’s 
home to a population of very healthy orangutans, because 
there is no illegal deforestation or hunting. Burning is 
controlled, and the plantations are interspersed with areas 
of tropical forest that have been left intact. It’s a marginal 
example, but this company is showing decision makers 
what can be done. And above all, it is proving that if you 
protect biodiversity on a farm, it does not necessarily cut 
your income. For example, take the plots of peat bog, which 
have been left untouched – during the rainy season, the 
peat stores water so the plantations do not get flooded. And 

during the dry season, all this water 
can be given to the palm trees to main-
tain constant productivity.

Could banning palm oil from 
the market be a solution?
E. M.: Realistically, I don’t think so. 
For a start, we should guard against 
taking a colonial approach, where 
countries that depend on this oil 
are told to stop producing it. But the 
key point is that the situation is not 
straightforward: supposing consu-
mers were to give up palm oil, they 
would then switch to another plant 
oil such as rapeseed oil. 
This demand would drive an increase 
in rape plantations and therefore, 
deforestation in Canada, which would 
have a direct impact on species like 
the grizzly bear… People often hate 
palm oil without being informed 
about the overall situation: less palm 
oil would mean more of something 
else… To achieve palm oil’s profitabi-
lity, farmers would, for instance, need 

to grow a greater number of hectares of soy – which would 
aggravate deforestation and biodiversity loss.

What are the methods and objectives of the 
Oil Palm Task Force set up by IUCN in 2017?
E. M.: The palm oil debate is highly polarised – there is 
little common ground. And a big factor in that is the lack 
of clear, objective information. Our task force wants to be a 
neutral voice to which countries, producers and ecologists 
can confidently turn to obtain impartial studies and data.

What is your timetable ?
E. M.: We are currently conducting a comprehensive analy-
sis, asking ourselves the right questions: what effects does 
palm oil actually have on the environment? What are the 
benefits of keeping tropical forest in a plantation? We are 
carrying out rigorous scientific studies that are assessed 
meticulously. The second stage will be to embed this 
approach into the socio-economic context of the countries 
in question, in conjunction with local communities and 
smallholders. From this base, we will attempt to propose 
solutions. I am not against palm oil – what I don’t like is 
poor management. And given the demand for palm oil, we 
will be there to tell governments and industries: “Okay, but 
let’s produce it sustainably.”  6
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Gavarnie Cirque, 
a superb limestone 
amphitheatre on the 
French side, seen from 
the Turon de la Courade.
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AN 
INVALUABLE 

LEGACY
On the French side, spectacular cirques. On the Spanish  

side, among the deepest canyons in Europe. All wreathed in,  
age-old pastoralism and outstanding biodiversity.  

The natural and cultural heritage of the Pyrénées-Mont Perdu  
is exceptional indeed.

Pyrénées-Mont Perdu

by Samuel baunée - photoS by pierre meyer and laurent nédélec
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On the Spanish side of Mont Perdu,  
the movements of glaciers and torrents 

have sculpted huge canyons.
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Añisclo Canyon 
(aka Niscle Canyon): 
a geological marvel 
in Ordesa y Monte 
Perdido National Park.
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 Like Janus, the Roman god of beginnings 
and endings, the  massif of Mont Perdu has 
two heads. One, looking towards Spain and 
the arid sierras, is called the Ordesa y 
Monte Perdido National Park. The other 
–  facing France, towards coolness and 
glacier valleys  – is known as the Pyrénées 
National Park. Two faces, two climates, two 
kinds of fl ora and two reasons – at least – to 
have placed this exceptional landscape on 

UNESCO’s World Heritage List in 1997. “At least”, because the 
outstanding natural sett ing and aesthetic appeal of the Pyrénées-
Mont Perdu site were not the only arguments in favour of its 
inclusion on this prestigious list. The slow pace and patience of 
agro-pastoral societies also played their part in sculpting sump-
tuous landscapes and nurturing the fl ora by opening up habitats 
and drawing mosaics of vegetation, which are now threatened by 
agricultural abandonment.
Here is clear proof that the caring hand of humans – att entive, 
hardworking and benevolent for a thousand years and more – 
defi nitely plays its part in protecting nature. UNESCO made no 
mistake: while the delicate Pyrenean-Violet (an “amethyst gem set 
in velvet” according to the botanist Count de Bouillé), Lake Gaube, 
the Needles of Ansabère and the forests of the Val d’Azun weighed 
heavy in the balance, the equilibrium could not have been found 
without the high grasslands of Gaulis and Ossoue, where sheep, 
cows, humans and dogs have been treading for centuries. Of the 
seven communities that still practise transhumance, half are 
Spanish, and it is around Mont Perdu (3,355 m) that Franceses y 
Españoles (“Frenchmen and Spaniards”) come together. Border? 
What border? Up there, at 3,000 metres’ altitude, sheep and cows 
care as litt le for borders as the Pyrenean-Violet. And that is how 
it should be. But to prevent land-use disputes, los vaqueros y los 
pastores, “cowherds and shepherds”, have created their own 
legislation: the “lies et passeries”. These agreements on grazing 
rights were established by the rural communities of the French 
and Spanish valleys around the year 1100. These peace treaties, 
which govern the use of woods, water and pastures, are as pre-
cious as the mountain pastures that they regulate. Precious, 
because this type of semi-extensive grazing resembles the way 
of life of the fi rst populations of hunter-gatherers who occupied 
the mountains.

and so, in The ossoue ValleY, cows munch away in solemn 
observance of an age-old pact concluded between the Barèges 
Valley, in the French canton of Luz, and the Broto Valley in Aragon. 
Naturally, the cows know nothing of this, although… if you listen 
to Felipe, one of the cowherds from Broto (Huesca province), it 
couldn’t be less certain: “Early in the month of July,” he says with 
a thick Aragon accent, “they know! It’s impossible to keep them in 
place, they want to head up the mountain. Can you hear them?” 

The Pyrenean Violet (Ramonda myconi), a plant 
endemic to the Pyrénées mountain range with pretty purple 
leaves. Below: “Pyrenean saxifrage” (Saxifraga longifolia).
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Griffon Vultures can be spotted 
high on ridges and summits or 
flying above mountain pastures.

Transhumance is an ancient tradition in the Pyrénées. Here, a shepherd 
gathers his ewes near the pass called Puerto de Boujaruelo.

In early autumn, the Spanish cowherds assemble their cattle 
in Ossoue Valley, to take them back to Spain.

Like Janus, the Roman god, Mont Perdu  
has two heads: one looks towards Spain,  

the other faces France.
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White-throated Dipper (Cinclus cinclus). Alpine Accentor (Prunella collaris).

Bearded Vulture (Gypaetus barbatus).

Species know no borders: in the Pyrénées 
mountain range, they find an extraordinary 

variety of habitats.
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Pyrenean Chamois (Rupicapra pyrenaica).

Rock Ptarmigan (Lagopus muta). Stoat (Mustela erminea). Red-billed Chough (Pyrrhocorax pyrrhocorax).
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Can I hear them? They are mooing so loudly that I have to ask 
Felipe to repeat three times. “And you’ll see tomorrow – they’ll 
have a race to see who gets to the pass first!” Tomorrow, 30 July, 
happens to be the grand departure of the annual “trek”. The herd 
of Felipe’s Brune des Alpes cows will tramp in a single file along 
the deeply furrowed cattle tracks that wind up, like lacework, the 
slopes of the great Mont Perdu. “We’ll set off at dawn,” says Felipe, 
a hint of mischief in his eye. “Around 5.30, alright for you?” “Err…” 
I reply. “Yes, of course, but which way are you going?” “Eh! Por el 
camino del lago de Bernatuara [on the Lake Bernatuara trail],” he 
exclaims, somewhat offended. Did I absolutely need to discover 
this trail? Without a doubt. Because it passes behind the stunning 
Gavarnie Cirque… Since the herds pass by the refuge of San Nicolas 
de Bujaruelo, I “negotiate” to meet Felipe there in the afternoon – 
thinking to myself that I would spend the morning botanising and 
enjoying the scenery of the Ordesa Valley. We strike a deal. The 
campsite at the refuge suits well, so I pitch my tent and, already, 
make my way ahead of las vacas, “the cows”, on the splendid Roman 
bridge over the Ara, the (ice-cold) river that flows down from 
Vignemale (3,298 m). From this vantage-point, one fully gauges 
the site’s “scenic and geological values” highlighted by Unesco: 
the slow movement of glaciers and torrents have chiselled the 
limestone, and in the Pyrénées have created canyons, cirques, 
amphitheatres and towers “where the hands of giants seem to have 
applied the line and plummet”, as the Pyreneist Louis Ramond de 
Carbonnières noted. On the banks, clear water laps at the pebbles, 

The Pont de Noël (or Pont de Nadau), a little stone 
bridge on the edge of the village of Gavarnie.

Arazas Canyon (or Ordesa Canyon), on the Spanish side. 
Its distinctive U-shape is due to glacial erosion.
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and I am surprised to spot the imprecise jump of a Pyrenean Frog 
(Rana pyrenaica), a species discovered in these parts in 1993 and 
assessed as Endangered by IUCN.

Transhumance can begin. At 2 pm, I hook up with Felipe 
on the pastureland of San Nicolas de Bujaruelo in the company 
of other cowherds, all carrying a stick as deterrent. The cowbells 
echo against the lush flanks of the Pico de Bernatuara (2,516 m). 
“Ready for the climb?” asks Felipe, grinning. I nod in reply. “Asi 
que vamos! [Right, let’s go!],” he says, pointing his stick towards a 
stone set in the rock where our destination is engraved: “Puerto 
Bujaruelo Gavarnie, 2h30”. A thousand metres of bovine rock-
climbing! The cows are less agile than a Pyrenean chamois, 
obviously, but they scramble along willingly enough under the 
dogs’ watchful gaze. It being rush hour, traffic jams sometimes 
form, which the herdsmen use as opportunities to debate work-
related matters. I take advantage of one such pause to declare 
somewhat proudly: “From now on, your cows are on the World 
Heritage List!” Felipe looks at me. I fear a scathing reply, but he 
smiles and quips: “That’s why I charge more for my meat – the 
grass up there isn’t just any old stuff!” The convoy of cows sets 
off again and, after a lengthy hill, we reach Lake Bernatuara, a 
smooth round sapphire set in rugged limestone. We progress 
along its stony shore and, while some cows cool their hot hooves, 
others enjoy skidding on a late bank of snow to reach the pass. 
Being a global star is no picnic! 6

In late July, Felipe’s herd of cows  
arrive at the magnificent Lake Bernatuara.
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EXPERTS AND CUSTODIANS  
OF HUMANITY’S TREASURES

 Ever since they were respectively esta-
blished, UNESCO and IUCN have 
worked hand in hand. Let us recall 
Julian Huxley, UNESCO’s first Director 
General (1946-1948), who also conve-
ned IUCN’s founding congress in 1948 
in Fontainebleau. In 1961, he likewise 
played an instrumental part in setting 
up WWF, the World Wildlife Fund. 
Thus, in 1972 when the Convention 

Concerning the Protection of World Cultural and Natural 
Heritage, which was drawn up by these two large organisations, 
was adopted, IUCN was logically given the task of evaluating 
proposals for  the listing and monitoring natural sites. As of 
May 2018, there are 241 natural sites on the list, and every year 
a quarter of them undergo joint assessments. These take the 
form of monitoring reports on areas where threats have been 
identified.

in 2014, iucn creaTed The World heriTage 
ouTlook, the only global assessment on the conservation of 
listed natural sites. That year, a first report drew up a database 
on their conservation prospects. Each site was rated in one 
of four categories, ranging from Good to Critical. In 2017, to 
coincide with the COP23 held in Bonn, a second report tracked 
changes in these prospects. Some sites, such as Białowieża 
Forest (which straddles the Poland-Belarus border), have been 
lowered in status, while others, such as the Lakes of Ounianga 
(in the Sahara) have moved up a level. Overall, the assessment 
points to an increase in “current threats”, with invasive species, 
climate change and tourism impacts topping them all. These 
are also among the top “potential threats”, in addition to roads, 
dams, and mining, oil and gas projects. It should be noted that 
climate change is the fastest growing threat, to such an extent 
that the number of sites where this phenomenon is conside-
red a high or very high threat grew by 77 % between 2014 (35 
sites) and 2017 (62 sites).According to IUCN, the overall effec-
tiveness of the protection and management of natural sites has  

dropped since its first Outlook report. The state of conservation 
of Pyrénées-Mont Perdu is «Good with Some Concerns». Since 
its inscription on the World Heritage List in 1997, the site has 
remained in good condition overall, but it is affected by some 
threats: climate change, tourism activities and a decline in 
agro-pastoralism. The site’s management suffers from a lack 
of coordination between France and Spain, although progress 
has been made since a cross-border committee has been set up.

leT us look aT The case of TWo european siTes in 
greater difficulty. The first, Swiss Alp Jungfrau-Aletsch, was 
given the most positive rating in 2014: Good. But in 2017, IUCN 
lowered its status by one level, to “Good with Some Concerns”. 
The cause? Global warming, which is affecting glaciers, 
among which the Aletsch Glacier, the largest in the Alps. It 
has receded by 2,600 metres since 1880, and the phenomenon 
has been accelerating since 1980. Aletsch has lost 800 metres 
in 30 years, or 30% of its total loss. Other threats add to this: 
growing tourism (cablecars, heliskiing) and hydroelectric 
infrastructure. However, IUCN considers that its outlook is 
stable. More worrying is the change at Plitvice Lakes National 
Park, in Croatia. The site’s deterioration is clearly evident, and 
it is caused by man-made factors : the release of wastewater 
from tourism infrastructure and housing, as well as indus-
trial farming activities, are exposing the lakes to continuous 
eutrophication – a process by which the waters are enriched 
by mineral salts, resulting in ecological imbalance. The recent 
UNESCO-IUCN reactive monitoring mission in 2017 concluded 
that the park’s management was too heavily focused on tou-
rism development, to the detriment of conservation work. If no 
concrete measures are adopted to manage sewage and control 
tourist flows, the site could sustain irreversible damage in the 
short term.This alarming situation is subject to examination 
by the World Heritage Committee, which last convened at its 
42nd session from 24 June to 4 July 2018 in Manama, Bahrain. In 
the absence of substantial progress by the State Party, the Park 
could potentially be considered for inclusion on the List of 
World Heritage in Danger. 6

IUCN-UNESCO

Natural World Heritage sites listed by UNEScO, including the 
Pyrénées-Mont Perdu, must be conserved for future generations. 

IUcN evaluates their prospects in its World Heritage Outlook.
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National Park.
Sixteen lakes 
connected by more 
than 90 waterfalls: 
a remarkable site, 
but now altered.
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