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Health in global biodiversity governance: what is next?

The dependency of human health and wellbeing on
nature is documented across disciplines, regions,
cultures, and economies. Environmental degradation
contributes substantially to the global burden of
disease and concurrent global environmental changes
are increasingly recognised as public health threats,
worldwide.* The 196 parties to the UN Convention on
Biological Diversity (CBD) have called for increased
engagement on biodiversity and health since 2014,
while calls from stakeholders for integrated decision
making are similarly long standing.? Yet few civil society
health organisations have historically engaged with the
CBD and its intergovernmental negotiating process.*
This situation is, however, changing. In 2022, civil
society health professionals and organisations were
involved in the CBD agenda-setting (intersessional
subsidiary body) and decision-making (Conference of
the Parties [COP]) meetings. Five civil society health
organisations attended the 15th UN Biodiversity
Conference (COP 15) in Montréal, Canada, as newly
accredited delegations to the CBD. The new participation
of these organisations in global biodiversity governance
embodies the interdisciplinary work needed to take
a whole-of-society approach to respecting planetary
boundaries and prioritising the environmental
determinants of health. The agenda of the UN CBD

recognises and increasingly includes health. Now is
the time to mobilise contributions from diverse health
experts to inform integrated policy.

Adoption of the 2022 Kunming-Montréal Global
Biodiversity Framework (GBF)°> an international
agreement with a new set of global goals and targets
to protect nature, was a major outcome of the CBD and
COP 15 that will steer global action and the design of
national strategies in the next decade and beyond. This
framework aims to advance policies, regulatory measures,
and investments to reduce the risks of biodiversity loss
and restore natural ecosystems. The GBF and the process
to implement it provide new opportunities to connect
health stakeholders to environmental decision making.
The 2021 Kunming Declaration, a demonstration of
political will at the ministerial level made in advance of
the GBF's adoption, contributes to framing the GBF in
the context of health since it commits governments to
“increase application of ecosystem-based approaches
to”, among other ambitions, “promote health” and
“contribute to enhancing One Health and other holistic
approaches”, such as planetary health.®

Importantly, the GBF's four global biodiversity
goals for 2050 and its 23 targets for 2030 do not
explicitly define a role for health organisations. Health
stakeholders will need to translate the GBF targets into
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» Conservation, sustainable use, and equitable access and
benefit sharing of biodiversity are linked to and affect global
health, health equity, and justice.’

« Conservation of biodiversity is fundamental to both western

and non-western health care® and is explicit in Indigenous

medical models.™

Nature and its destruction shape the epidemiology of

communicable and non-communicable disease including

mental health” and emergency health conditions.”

Wellbeing and disease prevention depend on upstream

environmental management that addresses the drivers of

global environmental change. Comprehensive analyses of
biophysical changes and non-linear factors must be taken
into account.*

Biodiversity and environmental stewardship need to be better

integrated into local health systems, such as through radical

listening methods,* nature prescribing,** regaining human
awareness of interconnectedness within nature,™

and intergenerational learning practices,’ and by directly

funding interdisciplinary biodiversity-health work in

communities.
« Science, Indigenous, and diverse knowledge systems
recognise the importance of nature for promoting health and
wellbeing. Refining interdisciplinary language and methods
of valuation is key**—eg, by ensuring the One Health approach
is environmentally comprehensive and by anchoring the term
planetary health in government dialogue in UN Convention
on Biological Diversity meetings.
Integrating international biodiversity and human rights law
unites environment and health sectors® by helping steer
public authorities to prevent negative impacts on human
health from the microbial to the planetary level* and holding
them accountable for disregarding the interdependency of
human health and biodiversity in their decisions.”
Health impacts and potential gains are undervalued in finance
discussions for biodiversity. Biodiversity-health interlinkages
and the importance of biologically sustainable commodities™
need to be mainstreamed into valuation.
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the global health agenda. They can do this by ensuring
accountability in terms of alignment and integration
of biodiversity action with public health, such as in the
development of monitoring metrics that account for
environmental burden of disease that can be applied
across health and environmental sectors. Several GBF
targets (5, 7,10, 11, and 12) provide clear starting points
for action. These focus on ensuring reduced spillovers;”
reduced plastic pollution and use of pesticides and
hazardous chemicals; sustainably managed terrestrial,
aquatic, and marine food systems; restored ecosystem
services that regulate air, water, climate, soil, pollination,
and disaster risk; and increased urban green and blue
space. The GBF encourages increased recognition of the
interconnection of the health of all species rather than
maintaining a traditional focus on human health.

Civil society health professionals and organisations
should also contribute to the development of a
comprehensive global action plan on biodiversity and
health (COP 15 Decision 15/L17),° ensuring it is ready for
intergovernmental adoption at COP 16. This work was
originally called for by governments under the CBD in
2018,2and must be a main objective for the next 2 years in
the biodiversity-health field. The scope of the plan should
encompass broad biodiversity-health interlinkages and
prioritise actions for uptake across and between sectors.
Elements of other COP 15 outcomes® are also relevant to
the health community and to steering health civil society
organisation priorities, including separate decisions® on
climate change, biocultural diversity, food systems and
soil biodiversity, and synthetic biology. Core elements of
the global biodiversity and health dialogue that deserve
greater attention are highlighted in the panel.>*

Civil society health stakeholders can strengthen
biodiversity governance. Biodiversity-health interlinkages
should be prioritised within institutions and governments
as core topics and across medical specialties. Partnerships
between local health and environmental organisations
will strengthen such efforts. Health professionals can
sharpen global dialogue with technical expertise and new
evidence on health outcomes and determinants and the
inclusion of Indigenous-focused knowledge. For instance,
health experts can bolster the health dimension of
environmental impact assessments, national ecosystem
assessments, and strategic environmental assessments,
and ensure their inclusion in decision making.” The full
environmental footprint, including planetary pressures

from material use and waste, biodiversity loss, and carbon
dioxide emissions, must be estimated for the health
sector and addressed.”*” As emphasised in the GBF, health
professionals also need to strengthen their roles in efforts
to expand interdisciplinary biodiversity education, and
integrate holistic biodiversity-health approaches into
national biodiversity and health plans.?

CBD COP 16 will take place in Turkiye in 2024. The
roadmap to building out a comprehensive biodiversity
and health action plan, informed by a broad range of
health stakeholders and buttressed by robust, integrated,
and updated national biodiversity strategies and action
plans (NBSAP), must start now. Biodiversity values
need to become more prominent and civil society
health stakeholders can contribute to accelerating
transformative change of systems and behaviours. COP 15
is a milestone in global environmental governance and
its outcomes provide an important opportunity for new
collective action and wider stakeholder engagement in
global biodiversity governance.
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