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5 QUESTIONS ABOUT THE EU 2030 BIODIVERSITY STRATEGY 

 
 

 
Brussels, 20 May 2020 
 
 
The new EU 2030 biodiversity strategy unveiled today contains some very welcome 
measures, such as promoting agroecology or curbing the use of chemical pesticides. 
 
Unfortunately, in many areas it also shows the same thinking as before the current 
pandemic. 
 
Q1: IS THE FOCUS ON CURBING BIODIVERSITY LOSS OR ON OFFSETTING ITS DESTRUCTION? 
 
These are extremely different strategies: the former would reduce the risk of new disease 
outbreak, whereas the latter would not.  It has also been demonstrated1 that we are unable 
to recreate all the ecosystem functions destroyed2 and thus unable to offset biodiversity 
destruction. 
 
The reference in the strategy to a ‘Net Gain Principle’3 – the new name for ‘No Net Loss’ - 
seems to indicates that offsetting is still very much part of the EU biodiversity strategy: the 
European No loss of biodiversity target had been replaced in 2011 by a ‘No Net Loss’ 
strategy that aimed at balancing biodiversity losses with at least equivalent gains.4 Such an 
approach assumed incorrectly that it is possible to compensate for the destruction of 
biodiversity by restoration projects taking place at a different place and time.  
 
The push for nature-based solutions – the new name given to carbon and biodiversity 
offsetting – in the strategy also strongly suggests that offsetting might very well be at the 
heart of the new biodiversity strategy. 
 
The strong focus on biodiversity restoration and not just conservation is not really 
explained. It is merely stated that ‘protecting the nature we have will not be enough to bring 

 
1 Green Finance Observatory, 50 shades of green part II: the fallacy of environmental markets 
https://greenfinanceobservatory.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/50-shades-biodiversity-final.pdf  
2 ‘To date recreation of ecosystems with all component species and functions has proved prohibitively expensive or impossible’ Bekessy 
Sarah A., et al. The biodiversity bank cannot be a lending bank, Conservation Letters 3, 151-158, 20190. 
Online. Available at: https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/j.1755-263X.2010.00110.x  
3 ‘The world should commit to the net-gain principle to give nature back more than it takes.’ 
‘The principle of biodiversity net gain is that any damages from human activities and development to biodiversity need to be 
balanced by at least equivalent gains for biodiversity. Source: http://cdn.wsp-pb.com/brnd7f/wsp-biodiversity-net-gain.pdf  
4 European Commission – Environment, No Net Loss, September 2016. Online. Available at: 
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/biodiversity/nnl/index_en.htm   
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nature back into our lives,’ a pretty weak and generic statement if ever there was one. Not 
enough for what? Based on what? Compared to what? Yet, arguably protecting and 
conserving the nature we have would already be an incredibly ambitious goal, in fact far 
more ambitious than allowing the offsetting of further destruction with restoration. 
 
To be clear, biodiversity restoration in itself is a very good thing, but only insofar as it 
comes in addition to, and not instead of conservation. Here lies the problem with ‘net gain’ 
or ‘no net loss’ policies: by measuring only the ‘net’ result of conservation, destruction and 
restoration, they implicitly foster destroying to restore, when it proves more convenient, 
less costly or more profitable than conserving. Ensuring that restoration comes only in 
addition to conservation would thus require abandoning ‘net’ approaches that rely on fake 
equivalences. 
 
Pursuing ‘net’ loss or gain approaches to biodiversity would arguably fail to learn another 
crucial lesson: offsetting has been a spectacular failure in climate change policies over the 
past 12 years.5 On what ground should we expect it to work better for biodiversity, despite 
sharing the same conceptual flaws? 
 
Q2: DO WE NEED – AND IS IT POSSIBLE - TO PUT A PRICE ON NATURE TO SAVE IT? 
 
The EU Nature Restoration Plan will ‘help ensure the long-term productivity and value of 
our natural capital. (…) The Commission will further promote tax systems and pricing that 
reflect environmental costs, including biodiversity loss. (…) The Commission will support the 
establishment of an international natural capital accounting initiative.’ 
 
Natural Capital is a new framing of nature, whose stated purpose is to put a price on nature 
to save it. Nature and ecosystems are being reconceptualised as a series of services 
provided to humans; natural capital accounting is about putting a monetary value on these 
ecosystem services. Two such accounting frameworks have been developed by the United 
Nations and the European Commission.6 Unfortunately, it has been shown that the 
monetary valuation methodologies suffer from major biases and produce meaningless 
figures7; the frameworks themselves also acknowledge that they only account for a few 
ecosystem services while ignoring the others and ignoring as well interdependencies 
between ecosystems as it would be too complicated and too costly to model, and simply 
because our scientific knowledge of ecosystems is too incomplete. As a result, what is being 
valued is not biodiversity, not even a proxy. 
 
It is thus disappointing to see that the natural capital approach is being pursued at the heart 
of the 2030 EU biodiversity strategy, despite the risk of producing meaningless figures 
leading to the wrong policy decisions. As economist Geoffrey Heal put it, ‘valuation is 

 
5 A 2017 study published by the European Commission33 found that 85% of the offset projects used by the EU under the UN’s Clean 
Development Mechanism failed to reduce emissions. 
Öko Institut, Study prepared for DG CLIMA, How additional is the Clean Development Mechanism?, March 2016, 
https://ec.europa.eu/clima/sites/clima/files/ets/docs/clean_dev_mechanism_en.pdf  
6 System of Environmental Economic Accounting, What is the SEEA?. Online. Available at: https://seea.un.org/  
Wejchert Jakub, The KIP INCA project, European Commission – DG Environment. Online. Available at: 
https://circabc.europa.eu/sd/a/c4e84b4e-0a6f-4fdb-8626-5f78eb0eb294/4_KIP%20INCA_ENV.pdf  
7 Green Finance Observatory, 50 shades of green part II: the fallacy of environmental markets 
https://greenfinanceobservatory.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/50-shades-biodiversity-final.pdf  
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neither necessary nor sufficient for conservation. We conserve much that we do not value, 
and do not conserve much that we value.’8 
 
Beyond our inability to produce meaningful figures, monetary valuation has also been 
shown to create a dangerous illusion of substitutability for critical natural capital, and to 
potentially justify the destruction of all biodiversity, once the price is right.9 
 
Q3: SHOULD BIODIVERSITY RECOVERY BE REQUIRED TO BENEFIT OUR ECONOMY? 
 
‘Investing in nature protection and restoration will also be critical for Europe’s economic 
recovery from the COVID-19 crisis.’ ‘The business case for biodiversity is compelling (…) This 
strategy ‘aims to ensure that Europe's biodiversity will be on the path to recovery by 2030 for 
the benefit of people, the planet, the climate and our economy.’ 
The EU Nature Restoration Plan ‘will create jobs, reconcile economic activities with nature 
growth and help ensure the long-term productivity and value of our natural capital.’ 
 
The strong importance given to the economic and business case for biodiversity 
conservation and restoration raises a few questions: Why should biodiversity conservation 
be expected or required to be profitable and benefit our economy, when addressing other 
major societal challenges is not? For example, we do not expect nor require that fighting 
terrorism or addressing the covid-19 pandemic be profitable and benefit our economy. On 
what grounds would we therefore treat biodiversity loss differently and put a higher and 
different set of expectations, instead of merely addressing the issue by mandating a 
reduction in biodiversity destruction?  
 
The business case for biodiversity might thus arguably not be the most important and 
relevant angle, considering that we are talking about an issue that could end human 
civilization; it also ignores the fact that are cannot put a price on biodiversity. 
 
The suggestion that we could reconcile economic activities with nature growth is also quite 
surprising: economic growth is based in large part on using and transforming natural 
resources, not letting nature grow untouched. This suggestion is thus somewhat puzzling 
and we hope to see clarifications soon. 
 
Q4: SHOULD THE EUROPEAN COMMISSION CREATE A ‘BUSINESS FOR BIODIVERSITY 
MOVEMENT’ INSTEAD OF SIMPLY REGULATING IT? 
 
‘In the partnership spirit of this strategy, all parts of the economy and society will have to 
play their role. Industry and business have an impact on nature but also produce the 
important innovations, partnerships and expertise that can help address biodiversity loss. 
(…) Through its existing platforms, the Commission will help to build a European Business 
for Biodiversity movement, taking inspiration of recent initiatives.’10 

 
8 Heal Geoffrey M., Valuing Ecosystems Services. Ecosystems, National Research Council 3, 24-30, 2000. Quoted in Kill Jutta, 
Economic Valuation and Payment for Environmental Services Recognizing Nature‘s Value or Pricing Nature‘s Destruction?, Heinrich 
Böll Stiftung – Ecology, September 2015. Online. Available at: https://www.boell.de/sites/default/files/e-paper_151109_e-
paper_economicvaluenature_v001.pdf  
9 Green Finance Observatory, 50 shades of green part II: the fallacy of environmental markets 
https://greenfinanceobservatory.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/50-shades-biodiversity-final.pdf  
10 Business for nature https://www.businessfornature.org/ 
One Planet Business for Biodiversity https://op2b.org/  
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The recent initiatives referred to in the statement are business coalitions including members 
such as Google, Nestlé, Unilever, Walmart, WWF, We mean Business and the Natural Capital 
Coalition. 
 
While a partnership spirit is always welcome, it raises 2 questions in our opinion: should the 
commission help to build a European business for biodiversity movement or simply regulate 
biodiversity destruction by business? Can regulated entities be part of the legislative process 
to regulate them - is there not a risk of conflict of interest?  
 
Q5: HOW IS THE FINANCIAL SYSTEM EXPECTED TO CONTRIBUTE? 
 
The biodiversity strategy is expected to be financed in part by a ‘dedicated natural capital 
and circular economy initiative’ of ‘at least €10 bn over the next 10 years based on 
public/private blended finance’ (i.e. public private partnerships) (…) In 2021, the Commission 
will adopt a delegated act under the Taxonomy Regulation to establish a common 
classification of economic activities that substantially contribute protecting and restoring 
biodiversity and ecosystems. This will be further supported by a Renewed Sustainable 
Finance Strategy later this year which will help ensure that the financial system contributes 
to mitigating existing and future risks to biodiversity and better reflect how biodiversity 
loss affects companies’ profitability and long-term prospects.’ 
 
It is also proposed that the post-2020 global framework includes at a minimum ‘an enabling 
framework to bring the ambition to life, across areas such as finance, capacity, research, 
innovation and technology.’ 
 
We are looking forward to discover how the financial system is expected to contribute to 
mitigating risks for biodiversity. Hopefully this will not be via green securitizations of 
biodiversity restoration projects financed by offset credits, as such an approach would add 
the systemic risks of securitization and notorious instability of financial markets to the 
environmental and social issues of offsets.11 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
11 Green Finance Observatory, 50 shades of green part III: sustainable finance 2.0 
https://greenfinanceobservatory.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/50-shades-part-III_v5.10.pdf  

https://greenfinanceobservatory.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/50-shades-part-III_v5.10.pdf

