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09 BIODIVERSITY

Biodiversity. Just saying it out loud it is a stumbling block 
for some and it is indeed a far-reaching concept. After all, 
biodiversity encompasses all varieties of life, in form and 
function, and from gene to landscape. All this diversity 
is there for a reason. If circumstances change, variety is 
useful, it enables adaptation. It’s how nature has worked 
for more than 3.5 billion years. Biodiverse ecosystems 
are pretty resilient. Unfortunately, we humans don’t take 
the value of biodiverse ecosystems very seriously, even 
though we are totally dependent on them. All this, while 
they are the essence of our unique home, and our natural  
capital! After all, without all those species working together, 
there would be no clean water, no air,  no fertile soil, no 
food and no raw materials. The fact that 1 million species 
worldwide are threatened with extinction by our actions is  
therefore unwise of us. Our intensive use of land for agriculture,  
industry, construction and infrastructure is taking its toll. 
There is no space left for non-human inhabitants. Even 
common species, including those in cities, are in decline. 
Even sparrows are on the Red List.

It’s time to turn the tide. From biodiversity degradation 
to biodiversity recovery. This is the aim of the Delta Plan 
for Biodiversity Restoration, in which more than 100  
partners - farmers, businesses, nature organisations, water 
boards, government agencies and scientists - are working  
together to make nature-inclusivity the norm. In this  
regard see samenvoorbiodiversiteit.nl. The good news 
is that nature is always eager to flourish again, if we just  
create the right conditions. Forth to a different kind of land 
use! Not only in agriculture, but also in the city and in public 
spaces. If we create habitats, enlarge them, connect them, 
flood them, or dry them out – there is so much that can be 
done - then Mother Nature will eagerly follow.

By 2050, 70 per cent of the population will live in  
cities, where most people will spend most of their time.  
Everyone has experienced the great importance of a 
green, biodiverse environment, for our physical and men-
tal well-being during corona lockdowns. Fortunately, there 
are a large number of options for biodiversity restoration 
in and around the city - from gardens to parks, from river 
banks to ecoducts, from roadsides to embankments, from 
industrial estates to cemeteries and from building facades 
to roofs. As always, everything starts with a fertile soil  
connected to the above-ground biodiversity. Where  
possible, away with paving and bricks and concrete! Let the 
ground once again fulfil its many functions - making nutrients  
available for growth and flowering, storing carbon,  
capturing extreme precipitation, holding water for times 
of drought, breaking down pollutants, and etc. An impor-
tant role is reserved for - preferably indigenous - trees, 
shrubs and plants which feed this fertile soil and form 
the basis of a thriving community of insects, birds and 
other animals. Diversity begets diversity! Moreover, trees 
and bushes form spatial connections, so that species can 
spread.

Whatever we do, in the city or in the countryside, let’s 
work with nature! If we let nature do the work, it will 
simultaneously provide cost-effective solutions to other 
societal challenges, such as adaptation to climate change. 
Nature-based solutions? It means 1+1=3.

DIVERSITY BEGETS DIVERSITY!

PROF. DR. LOUISE E.M. VET
Emeritus Prof. Evolutionary Ecology, 

Wageningen University
Netherlands Institute of Ecology NIOO-KNAW

‘We humans don’t take the value of  
biodiverse ecosystems very seriously,  
even though we are totally dependent  

on them.’ 
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Native plants
An international study indicates that the 
majority of bird and plant species in cities 
are native species. Planting pollen and 
nectar-bearing trees, shrubs and peren-
nials is important to attract bees, butter-
flies and other insects. Birds and small 
mammals also do better in areas with 
plenty of diversity. 

Nesting boxes
Nature, too, suffers from a severe housing 
shortage. Wild hedges and hollow trees 
are rare in the urban environment and 
buildings are isolated and austere. So tit 
and bat boxes and insect hotels are occu-
pied soon after they are placed. Choose 
durable boxes made from European wood 
and always check for correct placement 
in terms of height and position relative 
to the sun.

Insect groves
Insect groves are examples of small, 
concentrated plantings with multiple 
layers of vegetation. The plants used are 
often diverse, indigenous, flowering and 
fruit-bearing. As such, they appeal to 
the broadest possible range of insects. 
And birds and other animal life are also 
attracted.  A well-composed insect grove 
is practically maintenance-free.

Soccer field or wild flowers?
A park provides space for nature, but also 
for recreation. You can’t play football in a 
wild flower field, but a closely mown lawn 
offers little in the way of flowering and 
diversity. However, one does not neces-
sarily exclude the other. Lawns can be 
partially mowed. Manage at least a third 
of the grass by mowing less and also leave 
the grass long in winter.

Leave the leaf
Leaving branches and leaves on the 
ground promotes biodiversity enor-
mously. It provides a nesting place and 
food source for numerous insects and 
other small animals. It also contributes 
greatly to healthy soil life. In short, use the 
leaf blower sparingly and reserve places 
in nature where larger “green waste” can 
be left.

RECOMMENDATIONS 

Natural balance
The maximum number of different species 
of plants, animals and fungi as possible is 
also healthier for nature itself. Limit-
ed-species planting leads irrevocably to 
diseases and pests. An example is the oak 
processionary caterpillar. Varied planting 
automatically ensures more animal life, 
with more natural enemies and better 
risk distribution.

HOW GREENERY WORKS Connecting urban and rural areas
Landscape elements such as hedgerows, 
field margins, groves and frog pools are 
of great value for biodiversity. They offer 
species the opportunity to range, nest 
and hide. It is important to provide the 
peripheries of the city with these stepping 
stones and thus linearly connect the city 
and the countryside. This works best in 
the Netherlands with a blue-green veining 
of at least 10%. 

Almost half of biodiversity is under the ground. Worms, beetles 
and also the much smaller fungi and bacteria. And yet we can 
see an aspect of this diversity above ground, in healthy, growing 
trees and plants. Above and below ground, as well as between 
flora and fauna and even between different animals and plant 
species, there are all kinds of cooperation and dependencies. 
Each species in the community is a also a cog in the larger 
system. And the system is at its most robust with the widest 
variety of cogs.  Fragile nature should be strengthened by adding 
as many species as possible.

According to the Environmental Data Compendium, the Netherlands 
had a Mean Species Abundance (MSA) of 15% in 2010. This means 
that 85% of the populations of native plant and animal species have 
disappeared, compared to the natural situation.

Less weeding
Additional planting contributes to biodi-
versity, but removing fewer plants may 
contribute even more.  The location must 
lend itself to it, but some weeds between 
plants, some grass between tiles and some 
moss or algae on a wall are all forms of 
biodiversity. A healthy, green city mist not 
be too clinically laid out, but allow nature 
room to flourish. 


