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‘Biodiversity’ is one of the buzzwords of our times and is a term used to describe the enormous 
variety of life on earth: the web of life and the way all plants and creatures are interlinked in some 
way.

It can also be used more specifically to refer to all of the species in one region or ecosystem. The 
word refers to every living thing, including plants, fungi, bacteria, animals, and humans. 
Biodiversity is the most complex feature of our planet and it is the most vital. “Without biodiversity, 
there is no future for humanity,” says Prof David Macdonald, at Oxford University.
 
The term was coined in 1985 – a contraction of ‘biological diversity’. The huge global biodiversity 
losses now becoming apparent represent a crisis equalling – or quite possibly surpassing – climate 
change.
 
More formally, biodiversity is comprised of several levels, starting with genes, then individual 
species, then communities of creatures and finally entire ecosystems, such as forests or coral 
reefs, where life interplays with the physical environment. These myriad interactions have made 
Earth habitable for billions of years.
 
For many people living in towns and cities, wildlife is often something you watch on television. But 
the reality is that the air you breathe, the water you drink and the food you eat all ultimately rely on 
biodiversity. 

The extinction rate of species is now thought to be about 1,000 times higher than before humans 
dominated the planet, which may be even faster than the losses after a giant meteorite wiped out 
the dinosaurs 65m years ago. The sixth mass extinction in geological history has already begun, 
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according to some scientists. ‘What is biodiversity and why does it matter to us?’ by Damian 
Carrington, in The Guardian, 12 March 2018: https://www.theguardian.com/news/2018/mar/12/
what-is-biodiversity-and-why-does-it-matter-to-us

Part of the problem is the exponential growth in the world population, which requires more 
natural wild land to be taken from the system and turned over to agriculture to feed all the people 
as the population grows. And part of it is the drive for ever cheaper food, which has led to the 
industrialisation of agriculture.

Dave Goulson, Professor of Biological Sciences at the University of Sussex puts it like this: “The 
intensification of farming and the conversion of ever more natural habitat to farmland at a global 
scale is the biggest driver of biodiversity loss. … Species are currently disappearing from our 
planet at the rate of between 1,000 and 10,000  per year and the rate is accelerating fast. Those 
creatures that remain are far less common than they were. In the UK, the total number of farmland 
birds has fallen by 58% since 1970.”  (The Garden Jungle, p226 by Dave Goulson, Vintage Publishing, 
2020) 

It is therefore beholden on all of us (farmers, gardeners, landowners and yes, even church folk) to 
encourage the widest possible biodiversity within the ecosystems for which we are responsible. 
Churchyards have a great advantage over many pieces of land, in that they are not often disturbed 
or ‘tinkered with’ and as a result, the wildlife that comes to share our space, can usually thrive in 
relative peace. And often the best thing to do is to leave nature to do what it does best without 
human intervention. That is the essence of the new ‘rewilding’ movement that has attracted so 
much support in recent years.

Particularly important is our approach to the soil. We depend on the ground beneath our feet for 
most of the creature comforts we simply take for granted. We eat plants and the fruits of plants 
that grow in the soil. Animals reared for meat graze on grass which grows in the soil. Timber for 
furniture, building structures and heating, and also rubber come from trees that grow in the soil. 
Clay for bricks, crockery and china come from the ground, as does stone for building. The ore for 
metal for cutlery, medical equipment and vehicles of all shapes and sizes comes from lower down 
in the ground – as do the raw materials for glass production. We get leather and wool from grazing 
animals, cotton from plants and viscose from trees. Artificial fibres, as also all the plastic which 
now plagues the oceans, come from oil deep in the ground … the list is endless. And all of these 
resources are part of God’s gift to us in creation – a gift we are charged with caring for. 

The top layer of this ground is soil, a complex living organism made up of rock particles which give 
character (texture and pH), organic matter which helps to create a balanced structure, air, water; 
literally billions of creatures (from the microscopically tiny to the easily visible) and fungi. It takes 
more than 100 years to create 1cm of new soil; in human terms it is in effect a non-renewable 
resource, and that means that unless we look after it, it will become unproductive and we shall 
struggle to grow enough food for the ever-increasing world population.
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ADOPT A NO-DIG / NO-TILL APPROACH TO LAND MANAGEMENT

1. Within the soil there is a huge network of fungal hyphae which helps to circulate nutrients 
and to protect plants from pest attack. Digging destroys this essential fungal network 
and also destroys the natural structure of soil, leading to all sorts of problems like erosion, 
flooding and infertility. 

2. Undisturbed soil sequestrates as much carbon as the same area of forest. The minute we 
bring this carbon to the surface as we turn the soil, it combines with oxygen in the air and 
becomes carbon dioxide. A no-dig regime can mitigate against climate change.
Dormant weed seeds will remain dormant until they are brought to the surface. Once you 
have got over the initial effects of not digging out weeds – but rather carefully pulling them 
out and disturbing the soil as little as possible - you will find you have far fewer to deal with 
and the work is much less backbreaking!

NEVER USE CHEMICAL HERBICIDES, PESTICIDES AND FERTILISERS – GROW ORGANICALLY

1. In their own way all these things cause damage to the delicate web of life in the soil, 
and even fertilisers can eventually render the soil less productive rather than more. And 
remember that the underground fungal network can spread a very long way – hundreds of 
yards – so don’t assume it will be OK to use weedkiller on your drive just because it is not 
near lawns or flower beds.

2. Instead, consider using the many natural ways of feeding your soil (e.g. growing green 
manures, mulching with compost) and of preventing pest attack (e.g. companion planting).

3. There are companies providing organic seeds and bulbs – always opt for these if possible 
because seeds/bulbs from plants that have been treated with chemicals may carry that 
contamination which may harm pollinators.

4. Choose the growing number of organic food options available in the supermarket, because 
they guarantee that the soil where they were grown will be cared for appropriately.

NEVER USE PRODUCTS CONTAINING PEAT

1. Peatlands build up over thousands of years, so like soil, in human terms they are a non-
renewable resource.

2. They provide unique habitats for plants and creatures that can survive nowhere else and are 
as much a part of the web of life as anything else in the created world. 

3. They sequestrate carbon and help to mitigate against climate change.
4. They help to regulate water flow and prevent flooding.
5. Peat is often replaced by coir in ‘peat-free’ composts, but this can contribute to the 

depletion of soil quality in the areas where coconuts are grown. Ideally choose commercial 
composts made from ‘post-consumer green waste’ i.e. the contents of our green bins. But 
best of all make your own garden compost.
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HELP STOP DEFORESTATION
Campaign for a halt to rainforest destruction and never buy rainforest products unless you are 
absolutely sure of their sustainable credentials.

“Rainforests are the most biodiverse places in the world. More than half of the land-living species 
on the planet are found in their green depths. … It is the astonishing variety of tree species in 
rainforests that underpin their great biodiversity. … Half of the world’s rainforests have already 
gone.”  A Life on Our Planet, David Attenborough, 2020  (p72-74 ) 
                
SUGGESTED FURTHER READING

Books: Paperback publication dates are included.
• Books by Dave Goulson, Professor of Biology at the University of Sussex, all published by 

Vintage publishing:
• The Garden Jungle, 2020
• Bee Quest, 2018
• A Buzz in the Meadow, 2015
• A Sting in the Tale, 2014

• English Pastoral, James Rebanks, 2021
• A Life on Our Planet, David Attenborough, Ebury Press, 2020 
• Rewilding, Paul Jepson and Cain Blythe, Icon Books Ltd, 2020
• Rebirding, Benedict Macdonald, Pelagic Publishing, 2020
• Wildlife Gardening: For Everyone and Everything (Wildlife Trusts), Kate Bradbury, Bloomsbury 

Wildlife, 2019
• Wilding, Isabella Tree, Picador, 2019
• The Wildlife Pond Book: Create Your Own Pond Paradise for Wildlife (Wildlife Trusts), Jules 

Howard, Bloomsbury Wildlife, 2019
Alan Titchmarsh How to Garden: Wildlife Gardening, BBC Books, 2011

Websites  - not in any order of importance or preference!
• www.nhm.ac>discover>what-is-biodiversity
• www.nationaltrust.org.uk>features>what-is-biodiversity 
• www.rspb.org.uk
• www.earthwormsoc.org.uk
• www.buglife.org.uk
• https://butterfly-conservation.org
• www.bumblebeeconservation.org
• www.wildlifetrusts.org
• www.soilassociation.org
• www.un.org/pga/75/united-nations-summit-on-biodiversity
• www.earth.org/biodiversity
• www.earth.org/climate-change
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STRATEGIC DEVELOPMENT GOALS

Taking action on this topic will contribute to these UN Strategic Development Goals:
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