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US researcher seeks to channel
more funds Iinto conserving nature

This year’s COP28 climate change
conference will feature a critical
“health check” on the planet. It
will be attended by more young
people than ever, as efforts to
stem global warming will impact
them the most. This group
includes at least 35 from
Singapore. In part three of this
weekly series, Cheryl Tan finds
out how conservation science
researcher Shakura Bashir
hopes to make a difference

to the planet.

Having spent a decade in the envi-
ronment sector, Ms Shakura Bashir
has seen a whole spectrum of
sustainability efforts take shape
here, from the Republic’s efforts to
bolster food security, to its contin-
ued investing in clean water tech-
nologies.

But one particular area has since
captured the attention of the PhD
student - wielding the power of
Mother Nature to tackle the twin
challenges of climate change and
biodiversity loss.

Protecting nature and sustaina-
bly managing natural ecosystems,
such as forests and mangroves, can
be an antidote to the climate crisis,
as nature-based solutions help to
whittle away carbon dioxide (CO2)
from the atmosphere, cleaving the
carbon, and storing the element in
their soil and root systems.

At the same time, mangroves can
protect surrounding communities
from harsh climate impacts like
sea-level rise, while forest shade
can be a cooling reprieve as the
planet warms. These ecosystems
also serve as a viable habitat for
biodiversity, and provide people
with increased food and water se-
curity.

“Yet, many lush forests and bio-
diversity-rich areas are being
threatened with deforestation, in
the face of lucrative businesses like
timber and palm oil,” said Ms Shak-
ura, 33, who is pursuing her docto-
rate at the National University of
Singapore’s Centre for Nature-
based Climate Solutions.

The issue is particularly pro-
nounced in South-east Asia, which
is losing 1.2 per cent of its forests
annually for agriculture, food and
other raw materials.

To keep these forests intact, local
communities would  therefore
need the financial incentives to do
0.

So far, the lion’s share of such ef-
forts has come from government
funding worldwide - standing at
76 per cent, based on a Bloomberg
New Economy Forum report in
April.

This is insufficient to safeguard
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nature and biodiversity globally,
and more private finance would be
required to bridge the gap, said Ms
Shakura.

According to the report, about
US$160 billion (S$216 billion) a year
goes into nature conservation and
restoration efforts globally, but
there is still a wide financing gap of
at least US$803 billion annually.

“Yet, many investors are often
not as willing to fund nature-based
solutions, perhaps because of their
risk appetite - many want quicker
returns, or feel that they need to
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see tangible results before decid-
ing to put in their money.

“But investing in nature requires
one to play the long game. Think
about how long it takes for a sa-
pling to grow into a tree,” she
added.

The good news is that interest
from investors is growing, and Ms
Shakura is currently working on
more innovative ways of raising the
much-needed finance for nature in
the Asia-Pacific region.

One such way is to repurpose en-
vironmentally harmful subsidies,
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like agricultural subsidies, to sup-
port green efforts instead. A World
Bank report in June found that
agricultural subsidies are responsi-
ble for the loss of 2.2 million ha of
forest per year, or 14 per cent of
global deforestation.

Prior to taking up her course, Ms
Shakura did an internship at Con-
servation International Singapore
as part of her master’s programme
in biodiversity conservation. The
stint opened her eyes to the issues
that non-governmental organisa-
tions often face when it comes to
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implementing projects on the
ground - one of which is the need
for early-stage financing.

For instance, to reforest a de-
graded plot of land, financing is
needed to begin planting new
trees, followed by the need for
tracking and monitoring equip-
ment to measure the amount of
CO2 that has been trapped and
stored away from the atmosphere.

There is also the human aspect of
these  nature-based  projects,
which is to ensure that the liveli-
hoods of indigenous people and lo-

cal communities are being ac-
counted for, said Ms Shakura.

“For instance, are their knowl-
edge and values being taken into
consideration? These people are
the custodians of their land, and
we must think about how we can
effectively empower them.”

Her five-year stint with Tema-
sek’s sustainable solutions team al-
so0 gave her insights into the busi-
ness case for nature-climate solu-
tions, and the enabling conditions
for investments to be made into
such projects.

Ms Shakura will be attending the
United Nations’ climate summit,
COP28, from Nov 30 to Dec 12.

She hopes to track how countries
are integrating nature into their cli-
mate mitigation strategies, and
whether sufficient finance is chan-
nelled into nature to see these miti-
gation goals come to fruition.

Reports have shown that less
than 10 per cent of climate finance
thus far has gone into nature, she
noted.

Countries have also pledged to
halt and reverse forest loss by
2030, but there are indications that
the world is off-track in achieving
this target.

“I hope to track the progress of
this goal, and to check if the ambi-
tion is still there,” she added.

As to why she decided to take the
leap from the private sector to aca-
demia in January, Ms Shakura said:
“I see myself as playing the long
game. Being in academia also al-
lows me to (tackle the nature-fi-
nancing issue) from a neutral per-
spective, whereas in the public or
private sector, there are certain ex-
pectations to meet, be it looking af-
ter the economy or ensuring profit-
ability.

“But in academia, you get to in-
tegrate the viewpoints of different
stakeholders and find innovative
ways to address these problems.”

Ms Shakura, who has a bachelor’s
degree in environmental engineer-
ing, got her start at the Economic
Development Board, where she
helped to bring cleaner, more ener-
gy-efficient water technologies to
market.

But her interest in sustainability
was inspired by her father, who at
the time was working on air quality
policy at the National Environment
Agency.

“I saw the importance of that,
and thought to follow his foot-
steps,” said Ms Shakura.

And what drives her to keep go-
ing, especially when the work
seems unceasing?

“My young daughter,” said Ms
Shakura.

“Just thinking about her future,
and the fact that our generation’s
actions will determine the kind of
world she will live in... That really,
really compels me to keep going,
and to not give up.”
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