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Abstract 

The benefits of biodiversity conservation to human well-being are controversial, with work on the 

subject rarely going beyond fine-scale case studies. At the other end of the spectrum, a 1997 study 

claimed that the conservation of natural habitats provides $33 trillion of ecosystem services to the 

global economy. However, three constraints have restricted the uptake of such results by the 

mainstream economic development community. First, factors such as the widespread emergence of 

carbon markets (and hence the potential for income from avoided deforestation) render these 

estimates outdated. Second, they fail to recognize that these services are only economically valuable 

where people realize their benefits. Third, they fail to address equitability: ecosystem services are 

particularly important when people’s livelihoods and lives depend on them. Here, we redress these 

constraints using current data on carbon values, human population, and poverty, examining the degree 

to which places where biodiversity most urgently requires the conservation of terrestrial habitats 

provide ecosystem services to human communities. We further estimate the value of natural habitats to 

the world’s poor, including a scenario in which adequate mechanisms exist for beneficiaries to pay for 

the ecosystem services they receive. These spatial distributions are very similar, with the top 25% of 

terrestrial area of highest biodiversity conservation priority providing more than half (51%) of the 

benefits nature can provide to improve the well-being of the poor. The magnitude of these benefits is 

substantial: the value of direct and indirect benefits of nearby natural habitats exceeds 

US$1/person/day for an estimated 226 million of the world’s poorest residents. This does not mean that 

conservation can alleviate all poverty, nor that there will never be trade-offs between conservation and 

poverty alleviation, especially at fine scales. However, it does suggest that win-win synergies exist 

between biodiversity conservation and poverty alleviation, that effective PES mechanisms are needed to 

capitalize on these synergies, and that governments and aid agencies would be wise to consider 

biodiversity conservation a fundamental component of sustainable economic development. 


