
 

'Atlas for the end of the world' offers a path
to protecting biodiversity

April 21 2017

  
 

  

It's been 47 years since Philadelphians filled Fairmount Park for the first
Earth Day here, led by a group of University of Pennsylvania students.
This year, amidst the day's celebrations and other collective observances
comes word that, if humankind is to truly coexist with biodiversity, we
have to re-structure our landscapes on a vast scale.
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In a forum on global urbanization, biodiversity and policy held at the
University of Pennsylvania School of Design today, Richard Weller,
Martin and Margy Meyerson Chair of Urbanism and Professor and
Chair of Landscape Architecture, presented the results of a 3-year
research project entitled Atlas for the End of the World, which is
published online at http://atlas-for-the-end-of-the-world.com.

Hotspots are regions of the world recognized by the global scientific and
conservation community as containing an exceptional and irreplaceable
diversity of life that is threatened with extinction. When put together,
the hotspots are the sum total of the world's genetic inheritance. The loss
of these landscapes, Penn's Weller explains, would be "akin to
bulldozing the world's libraries and burning all the books."

The Atlas is a collection of hundreds of maps which cover 2 critically
important subjects: 1) how the world's 36 biodiversity hotspots are
performing in regard to meeting 2020 United Nations conservation
(protected area) targets and 2) which cities in the hotspots are growing
and are on a collision course with endangered species.

He shared the stage with PennDesign Dean and Paley Professor
Frederick Steiner and Eugenie Birch, Lawrence C. Nussdorf Professor
of Urban Education & Research. Steiner is an internationally recognized
authority on design and ecology, who helped organized one of the Earth
Day events in 1970; Birch leads sustainable development efforts for the
UN as Chair, UN-HABITAT's World Urban Campaign, and President,
General Assembly of Partners.

A key finding of the Atlas is that currently only 14 of the world's 36
hotspots have achieved the UN target of 17% protected area. In order to
reach the target, the equivalent of almost 700,000 New York Central
Parks will need to be legally secured in the next 3 years. The purpose of
the Atlas is to help determine where, from a global land policy and
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development perspective, this additional protected area could be
allocated.

The challenge for governments seeking to meet the UN targets is that it
is not enough to make more protected areas in the hotspots that currently
have shortfalls. It is also necessary for protected areas to be connected
together into larger landscape matrices so that species can migrate and
adjust to climate change. As Weller points out in the Atlas, forming such
connectivity is very hard to achieve because it challenges existing land
uses.

With regard to the 422 main cities in the world's hotspots, the Atlas
concludes that 383 of them are sprawling directly into remnant habitat
containing threatened species.

Furthermore, many of these cities do not appear to have urban planning
strategies to avoid this calamity. Similarly, many of the nation's
presiding over the worlds hotspots don't have national land use plans
which seriously incorporate the long-term preservation of biodiversity.

The Atlas is designed to help the global conservation movement to focus
and prioritize its efforts. It is also meant to be a wakeup call to the
design and planning professions. According to Weller, while the
planning and design professions have done a good job of improving the
livability of cities in developed parts of the world, they have been largely
oblivious to much of the carnage that's taking place elsewhere.

"If you really want to make a difference, this atlas shows you where to
go," he said.

And that's exactly what he plans to do: Weller is asking foundations and
NGOs to now fund a network of 36 demonstration projects, one in each
of the world's 36 hotspots.
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Collaborating with Weller on the Atlas were PennDesign students Claire
Hoch and Chieh Huang.

  More information: The Atlas is online at atlas-for-the-end-of-the-
world.com
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