
 

Space-eye-view could help stop global wildlife
decline
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This image, captured by the Landsat-8 satellite, shows the view over Western
Australia on May 12, 2013. The image shows rich sediment and nutrient patterns
in a tropical estuary area and complex patterns and conditions in vegetated areas.
The image is enhanced and involved masking, separately enhancing and then
reassembling water and land portions of the image. The water patterns are the
result of an RGB display of Landsat-8's red, blue, and ultra-blue bands. Land is
shown using short-wavelength-infrared, near-infrared and green. Credit: NASA
US GS Landsat; Geoscience Australia. Landsat gallery
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Conservation scientists need to collaborate with space agencies, such as
NASA and the European Space Agency (ESA), to identify measures
which help track biodiversity declines around the world. Scientists, led
by the Zoological Society of London (ZSL), UK, and University Twente,
Netherlands, are calling for urgent cooperation, according to a comment
published today (22 July 2015) in Nature.

In a move that previously proved successful in helping to monitor
climate change on a global scale, scientists believe that space technology
could help track biodiversity across the planet. Satellite images can
quickly reveal where and how to reverse the loss of biological diversity.
Vegetation productivity or leaf cover can, for example, be measured
across continents from space while providing information about
biodiversity levels on the ground.

Publicly-funded space agencies, including NASA and ESA, already
collect and regularly provide open-access to satellite data. However, a
lack of agreement between conservation biologists and space agencies on
a definitive set of variables to track, as well as how to translate such
information into useful data for conservation, has meant that so far this
game-changing resource has remained untapped.

Dr Nathalie Pettorelli, co-author of the comment and researcher at ZSL,
said: "With global wildlife populations halved in just 40 years, there is a
real urgency to identify variables that both capture key aspects of
biodiversity change and can be monitored consistently and globally.
Satellites can help deliver such information, and in 10 years' time, global
biodiversity monitoring from space could be a reality, but only if
ecologists and space agencies agree on a priority list of satellite-based
data that is essential for tracking changes in biodiversity.

"So far biodiversity monitoring has been mostly species-based, and this
means that some of the changes happening on a global-scale may be
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missed. Being able to look at the planet as a whole could literally provide
a new perspective on how we conserve biological diversity."

Dr Andrew Skidmore, lead author and Professor at ITC University
Twente, said: "Satellite imagery from major space agencies is becoming
more freely available, and images are of much higher resolution than 10
years ago. Our ambition to monitor biodiversity from space is now being
matched by actual technical capacity. As conservation and remote
sensing communities join forces, biodiversity can be monitored on a
global scale. High tech satellites can assist in conserving biological
diversity by tracking the impact of environmental policies worldwide."

  More information: Nature 523, 403–405 (23 July 2015) 
DOI:10.1038/523403a
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