
MEDELLON: Scientists warned that land degradation
imperils the health and well-being of billions of people,
threatening food and water supplies while fuelling con-
flict, mass migration and disease spread. But all is not
lost, said the mammoth report by the Intergovernmental
Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem
Services (IPBES). Humanity can still turn the tide of
destruction, but governments, the private sector, inter-
national bodies, and individuals all have a role to play.

Restoration 
The benefits of restoring decayed land are about

ten times the cost, the report said. Measures envisaged
by the IPBES report included reflooding drained wet-
lands, replacing lost trees, and halting pollution at its
source-whether from mines, agriculture, or factories.
In urban areas, it moots the replanting of native
species, developing parks, rehabilitating soil sealed
under asphalt, treating and reusing wastewater, and
restoring river channels.

Farming 
As a main usurper of natural land, the farming sector

must take the lead. Even simple changes can make a big
difference, said Bob Scholes of the University of the
Witwatersrand in South Africa, a co-author of the first
comprehensive assessment of land health. Ploughing, for
example, leaves the soil vulnerable to erosion, and
releases carbon locked up in it as planet-warming car-
bon dioxide.

“How frequently you plough, and for instance
whether you plough straight up and down the hill slope
or on the contour makes a huge difference to how much
soil you lose,” Scholes told AFP. For IPBES chairman
Robert Watson, part of the answer lies in “precision
agriculture.” “We have to learn how to appropriately
use fertilizers, pesticides and water ... give the crops
exactly what they need” and no more.

Labeling 
The IPBES report advocates a dramatic shift in con-

sumer mentality. Most consumers live far from the
ecosystems that produce their food, resulting in “a
growing lack of awareness and understanding of the
implication” of their purchasing choices, it said. To cor-
rect this, merchants must know where products come
from and under what conditions they were produced,
and inform consumers accordingly.

“Labeling of food products is very important,” Luca
Montanarella of the European Commission’s Joint
Research Centre, another report author, told AFP. “If
you know from the label on your food product that it’s
coming from a certain area (where) that production
system is having a very large impact on the land, a
very negative one, well you might choose to buy some-
thing else.” This might mean, of course, that the prod-
uct costs more. “So it means that you must make
choices as a consumer to what is best not only for you
but for the planet,” said Montanarella.

Incentives 
The IPBES recommends replacing “perverse

incentives” that promote land degradation, with
positive ones that reward sustainable land manage-
ment. One example is subsidized fertilizers. “If it
costs the farmer very little to oversupply of course
he’ll oversupply,” said Scholes. This leads to more
runoff into rivers. Agricultural subsidies, too, lead

farmers to overproduce at the expense of Nature,
said the team.

Policy 
The report says governments must take Nature into

account in policies across sectors-not only agriculture
and the environment, but also the economy, energy,
and infrastructure. The issue must also be taken up in
the global debate on human development and climate
change. “Land degradation, biodiversity loss, and cli-
mate change are three different faces of the same cen-
tral challenge: the increasingly dangerous impacts of
our choices on the health of our natural environment,”
said Watson. The IPBES, which alerted last week that
biodiversity was declining in all world regions, warns
that on current trends, the world will fail to meet the
2020 “Aichi Biodiversity Targets” on halting species
loss. Also threatened are the UN’s 2030 Sustainable
Development Goals, with targets for food and water
security, and better human health. — AFP 
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Antibiotics soars, 
fuels superbug fears
WASHINGTON: Global consumption of antibiotics
has soared since the year 2000, stoking calls for
new policies to rein in usage-and fueling fears that
the worldwide threat posed by drug-resistant
superbugs will spiral out of control, researchers say.

A study in the Proceedings of the National
Academy of Sciences (PNAS) — based on sales
data for 76 countries-shows that consumption of
antibiotics increased 65 percent from 2000 to 2015,
driven by users in low- and middle-income coun-
tries. The research team headed by scientists from
Johns Hopkins University in Baltimore and the
Center for Disease Dynamics, Economics and Policy
in the US capital said countries needed to invest in
alternative treatments, sanitation and vaccination.

“With antibiotic consumption increasing world-
wide, the challenge posed by antibiotic resistance is
likely to get worse,” said the authors of the study,
which was published in Monday’s edition of PNAS.
“Antibiotic resistance, driven by antibiotic con-
sumption, is a growing global health threat,” it said.
“As with climate change, there may be an unknown
tipping point, and this could herald a future without
effective antibiotics.”

In the 76 countries studied, the number of so-
called “defined daily doses” consumed rose from
21.2 billion in 2000 to 34.8 billion in 2015. Eili Klein,
a researcher at the Center for Disease Dynamics,
Economics and Policy and one of the study’s
authors, said the jump signifies “increased access to
needed drugs in countries with lots of disease that
can be effectively treated with antibiotics.” But,
Klein warned: “As more and more countries gain
access to these drugs, these rates will only increase
and that will drive resistance rates higher.” One
group of experts formed in the United Kingdom in
2014 estimates that in 2016, there were at least
700,000 deaths related to drug-resistant infections.

Over the 16-year period studied, the increase in
antibiotics consumption was marginal in the three
countries with the highest usage-the United States,
France and Italy. But it was a different story else-
where: in Asia, consumption of antibiotics more than
doubled in India, skyrocketed 79 percent in China
and rose 65 percent in Pakistan. The three countries
are the biggest users of antibiotics among the coun-
tries deemed low and middle-income for the pur-
poses of the study. They are also countries that suf-
fer in some areas from poor sanitation, irregular
access to vaccines and a lack of cleaning drinking
water-all conditions that allow infectious diseases
and drug-resistant infections to spread. — AFP 

CALI, Colombia: A girl lights candles and form 60+ sign during the Earth Hour environment campaign in
Cali, Valle del Cauca department. — AFP 

Five methods to halt ‘critical’ 
land decay, protect millions


