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Protecting 30% of forests and habitats can save 1,000 species: Study

Shabana Begum

If 30 per cent of the world’s forests
and land areas can be saved, about
1,000 species of animals living in
unprotected habitats could escape
extinction’s grip, according to sci-
entists in Singapore and the United
States.

One of them is the short-crested
coquette, a tiny and vibrant-col-
oured hummingbird native to a
small area in Mexico.

The 7cm-long hummingbird is
known to reside only around a
25km stretch of road in southern
Mexico, and its forest habitat has
been rapidly lost to maize, fruit and
coffee plantations.

With between 250 and 999 ma-
ture coquettes left in the wild, the
species is classified as critically en-
dangered.

And if a third of the Earth’s for-
ests, mangroves and peatlands is
preserved, about 10 billion tonnes
of carbon dioxide (CO2) emissions
can be avoided or sequestered a

year, said the study. That is a quar-
ter of the estimated global CO2
emissions from human activity in
2022.

An estimated 2.7 billion hectares,
or the combined area of China and
Russia, must be further protected
to achieve the 30 per cent goal.

The findings were derived by the
Singapore and US conservation sci-
entists using satellite images and
statistics to model the benefits of
doubling the amount of protected
land areas by 2030.

Ocean and marine protection
was not covered by the study led by
the National University of Singa-
pore Centre for Nature-based Cli-
mate Solutions (CNCS).

Currently, almost 17 per cent of
the planet’s land area is protected
from degradation and deforesta-
tion, according to online database
Protected Planet.

On Wednesday, negotiations on a
global target to protect at least 30
per cent of the planet’s land and
ocean by 2030 will begin at the
United Nations’ COP15 biodiver-
sity conference in Montreal.

The short-crested coquette resides only around a 25km stretch of road in Mexico.
These tiny hummingbirds are classified as critically endangered, with between
250 and 999 left in the wild. PHOTO: MATT BRADY/CORNELL LAB OF ORNITHOLOGY

land areas are protected.
But in land-scarce Singapore, on-
ly close to 5 per cent of its land is

A few countries have already re-
ached the target. More than 50 per
cent of Bhutan and Luxembourg’s

currently protected, and that in-
cludes its four nature reserves.

Dr Zeng Yiwen, research assist-
ant professor at CNCS and lead au-
thor of the 30 per cent modelling
study, said: “The integration of na-
ture into Singapore’s landscape and
various infrastructure is likely a
good way of trying to maximise the
amount of biodiversity benefits
and ecosystem services given our
existing limitations.”

His paper, published in scientific
journal Science Advances in June,
modelled global land protection
through nine scenarios.

One scenario prioritises preserv-
ing nature areas that are far away
from human settlements and are
not threatened by deforestation.
Countries and regions could start
eyeing those places because they
might be easier to protect.

But many of those places tend to
be the “rock and ice” areas that are
not rich in biodiversity, such as
northern Canada, Greenland and
the north of Russia.

Furthermore, when land is gazet-
ted for protection, indigenous com-

munities and populations that rely
on the land for their livelihoods
could get hurt. Opponents of the
nature-saving ambition have called
it “the biggest land grab in history”.

To find a middle ground, Dr Zeng
said a portion of the protected land
should allow for sustainable human
activities such as ecotourism or
agroforestry projects.

Avoided carbon emissions from a
protected area could also be avail-
able to carbon markets, and this is
where Singapore could play an im-
portant role, as it aspires to be a
carbon services hub, said Dr Zeng.

For Dr Zeng, a conservation ecol-
ogist, what matters to him is what
happens after the COPI15 confer-
ence in Montreal.

“How will governments fund the
increase of protected areas? There
is a huge cost for this, including the
cost for establishing and managing
protected areas. How do we fund it
in a sustainable and equitable way,
since these areas are meant to last
for a long time?”
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