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global movement to
safeguard the natural
world
At the first part of the UN biodiversity
summit in Kunming, global leaders took a
modest yet promising step towards
strengthening biodiversity governance and
securing a nature-positive future. A Paris
Agreement-style accord for biodiversity may
now lie over the horizon at COP15’s second
phase next spring – making it more
important than ever for companies to
consider how they can nurture the future
success of their business in nature.
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Introduction
This month, China hosted the first phase of a major two-part UN biodiversity summit that aims to set a new global
framework for biodiversity governance through 2030. After being delayed twice due to the pandemic, the 15 th Meeting of the
Parties to the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) – or COP15 in short – was split into two chapters, the first of which
recently concluded in the southwestern city of Kunming and saw more than 100 countries sign a new political declaration to
guide final negotiations on the draft nature treaty.
Although overshadowed by the much better-known COP26 – set to begin shortly in Glasgow – COP15 is just as important.
The world has seen rapid and often unprecedented biodiversity losses in recent years, with one million species now at
threat of extinction. Given that more than half of global GDP is moderately or highly dependent on nature and its services,
according to research by the World Economic Forum (WEF), a failure to act now and reverse current trends would lead to
severe consequences for economies, societies, and human health.
Yet while nature’s contribution to humanity is undeniable, awareness of the urgency of protecting biodiversity and halting
the unsustainable use of natural resources has lagged far behind that of fighting climate change. With COP15’s first phase
now complete, it is critical to continue elevating biodiversity in the public’s mind and on political and business agendas in
the build-up to phase two in spring 2022, when global leaders will hopefully ratify a game-changing accord that will help
transition the world onto a nature-positive trajectory.
In this report, H+K China looks at the key outcomes from COP15’s first phase, what comes next, and why businesses
should continue accelerating their journey towards becoming part of the solution rather than the problem – and how they
can do so.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

China announced several new global and in-country endeavors to help protect nature, notably the creation of a
global biodiversity fund to support developing nations and the launch of China’s first-ever group of national parks.
More than 100 countries adopted the Kunming Declaration, pledging to develop, adopt, and implement an
effective post-2020 global biodiversity framework that would put biodiversity on a path to recovery by 2030.
The declaration is intended to provide political guidance for negotiations on the draft global treaty, with the aim for
COP15’s second phase to yield a Paris Agreement-style accord that will truly transform biodiversity governance.
As world leaders prepare to kick off COP26, the convergence of the two major environmental summits has helped
to raise awareness about the deep interconnectedness between the biodiversity and climate emergencies – and
how it is imperative that countries adopt a more integrated and coordinated approach to address these dual crises.
Successfully transitioning the world onto a nature-positive trajectory will require full buy-in from the business
community; governments and civil society alone will not be able to halt or reverse the loss of biodiversity.
Fortunately, there is growing recognition within the private sector not only about the dire risks of persisting with
business-as-usual but also the immense gains to be reaped by joining the movement to safeguard the natural
world. However, while momentum has been building, businesses still have a long way to go.
Moving forward, companies should consider how they can best nurture the future success of their business in
nature to help reinvigorate their purpose, strengthen their license to operate, and unlock greater profits by
capturing the tremendous new business opportunities.
Key recommendations: 1) Be an early mover, 2) Embed biodiversity at the heart of business decision-making, 3)
Synergize efforts on nature and the race to net zero, 4) Align with the new global biodiversity framework and set
smart goals, 5) Leverage dynamic partnerships and multi-stakeholder coalitions, and 6) Weave nature into
corporate sustainability narratives.

Creation of a new global biodiversity fund to support developing nations
Addressing the Leaders’ Summit of COP15, President Xi outlined a series of new plans and initiatives to help safeguard
biodiversity – both globally and at home. On the international front, he highlighted the challenges posed by the Covid-19
pandemic to global development and the drive to achieve the UN’s 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development,
emphasizing in particular the urgency of providing greater assistance to developing nations as they face the “dual tasks of
economic recovery and environmental protection.” To help do so, President Xi announced plans to establish the Kunming
Biodiversity Fund to support emerging economies’ efforts in fighting nature loss, backed by an initial contribution from China
of 1.5 billion yuan (US$233 million). He also called for and welcomed other countries to contribute to the new fund.
While low-income nations harbor most of the world’s natural systems, they often have limited capacity to assume greater
responsibility for conservation. Expanding their access to the financial and technological resources needed to reverse
nature loss will be critical to averting a global crisis in the coming years – a crisis whose fallout would reverberate worldwide
but likely be felt most acutely in the developing world. The Asia-Pacific region is especially vulnerable to the threat posed by
the decline in natural systems due to the significant economic contributions made by sectors that rely heavily on nature,
such as food and agriculture. According to a new report by Temasek, in collaboration with the WEF and AlphaBeta, as
much as 63% of the region’s GDP – or US$19.5 trillion – is potentially at risk.
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Going forward, China’s creation of a new international fund could eventually play a key role in expanding the support
available to biodiversity-rich developing nations. However, it is critical that other countries also pledge their own
contributions to transform the fund into a multi-billion-dollar vehicle capable of helping to address the massive shortfall in
global funding for conservation. When phase two of COP15 takes place next spring, there will likely be an influx of new
commitments made as other governments step up.
But it will be a long road ahead for the international community to successfully mobilize the full funding that will be needed
to tackle biodiversity degradation. Last May, a UN report projected that the world’s annual spending to safeguard and
restore nature will need to triple to US$350 billion by 2030 and increase four-fold to US$536 billion by mid-century,
underscoring the scope of the challenge that lies ahead for governments, NGOs, and the private sector.

China unveils first group of national parks and other domestic plans
President Xi also announced a series of new plans and initiatives for the home front, most notably the launch of China’s
first-ever group of national parks. The country’s national park system has long been under development, with 10 trial parks
established over the past five years, and five of them will now be elevated to the status of official national parks. Covering a
total protected area of more than 230,000 square kilometers (88,800 square miles) across 10 provinces, the national parks
aim to safeguard the habitats of endangered species like Siberian tigers and leopards in the northeast, giant pandas in the
southwest, and black-crested gibbons on the southern island of Hainan. The new system will consolidate China’s existing
nature reserves – over 10,000 – under a single framework.
In addition, President Xi said that China will launch further policies to help achieve its 2030/2060 climate goals, including
plans and supportive measures to curb emissions in key sectors. He also reiterated the country’s commitment to
accelerating the development of renewable energy, including stepping up the planning and construction of wind and solar
power bases in desert regions, adding that construction had recently begun on the first phase of such projects, with an
installed capacity of around 100 million kilowatts.
Vice Premier Han Zheng also delivered a speech at COP15 in which he said that China will draw up a national strategy for
biodiversity conservation as well as an action plan to facilitate the integration and coordinated development of protection
efforts with broader socioeconomic development.

Kunming Declaration adopted to guide upcoming negotiations
As the main outcome of COP15’s first phase, more than 100 countries adopted the Kunming Declaration at the conclusion
of the summit’s High-Level Segment. In the document, signatory nations pledged “to develop, adopt, and implement an
effective post-2020 global biodiversity framework that would put biodiversity on a path to recovery by 2030 at the latest,
towards the full realization of the 2050 Vision of ‘Living in Harmony with Nature.’”
While not committing to any specific targets, the declaration is intended to provide political guidance for further negotiations
on the draft global treaty, scheduled for next January in Geneva. Some of the key elements addressed in the declaration
included:
•
•
•
•

Mainstreaming biodiversity across government decision-making
Phasing out and redirecting subsidies that damage nature
Strengthening the rule of law
Ensuring the full and effective participation of indigenous peoples and local communities

In response, the WWF said the declaration was “a show of political will and adds much-needed momentum by clearly
signaling the direction of travel to address biodiversity loss.” However, the international organization also cautioned that,
“we are still a long way from a whole-of-government approach implemented by all parties to the CBD.”

Heading towards a Paris-style Kunming accord for biodiversity next spring?
For global leaders, the key will be taking what is now simply a political statement and turning it into an action plan for
protecting nature – a 2030 global roadmap which features ambitious yet pragmatic, measurable targets and is backed by
sufficient funding. This is especially important after a UN report last autumn revealed that the world had failed to fully
achieve any of the 2020 targets set at COP10 in Aichi, Japan, underlining the urgency of adopting a new approach.
When delegates meet again in Kunming next spring, following the January talks, the aspiration is for the second phase of
COP15 to yield a Paris Agreement-style accord that will truly transform biodiversity governance. Published last July, the
working draft of the treaty includes 21 targets which are under consideration, such as:
•
•
•
•
•

Protecting at least 30% of the earth’s land and oceans by 2030, known as 30x30
Cutting subsidies and other financial programs that damage nature by at least US$500 billion annually
Eliminating plastic waste and reducing pesticide use by at least two thirds
Asking all businesses to assess and report on their dependencies and impacts on biodiversity, reducing their
negative impacts by at least half
Increasing financial resources from all sources to at least US$200 billion per year
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As the most ambitious of the proposed targets, the 30x30 goal has received very high levels of attention and could be a
game-changer if it is ultimately adopted, given that only 17% of land and 8% of the seas are currently protected. On the
sidelines of the UN General Assembly in September, a group of nine philanthropic organizations vowed to collectively
spend US$5 billion to support the 30x30 goal, marking the largest-ever private commitment to protect biodiversity.

Twin crises of biodiversity loss and climate change, siloed no more?
As world leaders prepare to kick off COP26 on October 31, just two weeks after the conclusion of COP15’s first segment,
the convergence of these major environmental summits has helped to raise awareness about the deep interconnectedness
between the biodiversity and climate emergencies. Noting that COP15 and COP26 “are part of the same race to control our
planetary crises,” a recent UNDP article emphasized that, “This cannot be a race of separate conventions and separate
goals.”
Just as rising temperatures will accelerate the destruction of natural ecosystems around the world, nature-based solutions
(NBS) can be critical to facilitating the race to net zero and mitigating climate change. The European Commission describes
NBS as actions that are “inspired and supported by nature, which are cost-effective, simultaneously provide environmental,
social, and economic benefits, and help build resilience.” Recent research has indicated that NBS could contribute nearly
one-third of the emissions reduction that will be needed to keep warming to below 2°C.
But until now, nature loss and climate change have been kept largely independent on the global agenda. And as the
window of opportunity to tackle them narrows rapidly, it is imperative that countries abandon the largely siloed strategies of
the past and adopt a much more integrated and coordinated approach to address these dual crises which are inextricably
linked. In particular, NBS should be integrated deeply within countries’ new or updated Nationally Determined Contributions
(NDCs) submitted at COP26.

Rethinking the business world’s relationship with natural systems
Governments and civil society alone will not be able to reverse the loss of biodiversity. Successfully transitioning the world
onto a nature-positive trajectory will require full buy-in from the private sector as well. Yet while biodiversity underpins
economies, markets and businesses have mostly been designed to exploit nature rather than protect it.
But that is no longer sustainable. If the world fails to act now and stop nature loss, it could cost the global economy trillions
of dollars, disrupt countless industries, and affect millions of people’s lives. Alternatively, the shift towards a nature-positive
economy could create an incredible US$10.1 trillion of business opportunities and generate 395 million jobs by 2030,
according to a study by the WEF.
Fortunately, there has been growing recognition within the business community not only about the dire risks of persisting
with business-as-usual but also the immense gains to be reaped by embedding biodiversity within their decision-making.
For instance, more than 1,000 companies, representing US$4.7 trillion in annual revenue, have signed Business for
Nature’s Call to Action urging governments to adopt policies now to reverse nature loss by 2030. And just last month, 20
new financial institutions joined the Finance for Biodiversity Pledge, raising the collective assets of the now 75 total
signatories to €12 trillion.
However, while momentum is indeed building, businesses still have a long way to go. Historically, companies have been
much more active on the climate agenda, and biodiversity continues to lag way behind on most corporate agendas, with far
too few organizations taking nature correctly into account. One major reason is that the business community has long
struggled to understand the sheer complexity of biodiversity and the countless species and ecosystems around the world
that need to be protected. The very multidimensionality of the nature agenda has made it much more challenging to come
up with a single indicator as simple as reducing greenhouse gas emissions.
That is where the post-2020 global framework for biodiversity should come in. Nothing can replicate the need for strong
policy frameworks that will drive action. For example, the Paris Agreement provided a clear framework that governments
and businesses have actively responded to with concrete measures. Unless COP15’s second phase produces a similarly
robust framework for biodiversity – one that companies can easily link back to and use to scale up their own efforts – then
hopes to systemize the corporate world’s approach to nature protection could remain unrealized.
For businesses, while the journey towards becoming nature-positive will not be an easy one, it will empower them to
reinvigorate their purpose, strengthen their license to operate, and unlock greater profits. And having just entered the halfyear period between COP15’s first and second chapters – and with COP26 about to begin shortly – it is an opportune time
for companies to rethink their relationship with nature and how to better position themselves for future success.
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Nurturing the future success of business in nature – Key recommendations
1.

Be an early mover. Act with a sense of urgency and charge out the gate in support of COP15’s new roadmap
for the next decade – not only because it’s the right thing to do, but because those that are forward-thinking
and take steps to transform early also stand to gain immensely. By capitalizing on the growing movement to
protect nature and positioning themselves at the center of the transition, companies can secure a significant
first-mover advantage that will enable them to capture new business opportunities and strengthen their
corporate reputations with consumers, regulators, and investors. So don’t sit on the sidelines and get left
behind in the “Super Year for Nature.”

2.

Embed biodiversity at the heart of business decision-making. Naturalize biodiversity throughout your
corporate DNA by orienting your business model with the drive towards a nature-positive future. Take internal
action within supply chains and business operations and external action by ramping up regulatory and other
stakeholder engagement, positioning your company as a leading public champion and advocate for
biodiversity. And redefine risk beyond a narrow view of short-term material risks by taking the health of nature
explicitly into account as a threat to your own business health. This is imperative because the continued
degradation of natural systems at current rates will eventually lead to massive disruptions throughout the
global economy – and no company would be immune from the fallout.

3.

Synergize efforts on nature and the race to net zero. As the world confronts the dual biodiversity and
climate crises, businesses don’t need to prioritize addressing one over the other. These global emergencies
are deeply intertwined, and by harmonizing their approaches, companies can establish a more holistic
sustainability strategy that effectively plays to both agendas – and ultimately delivers a much wider impact.
And given that there have long been far higher levels of private sector participation in the fight against climate
change than nature loss, many businesses can leverage their achievements and deep experience in the
climate space to inform their biodiversity efforts.

4.

Align with the new biodiversity framework and set smart goals. The 2030 blueprint will provide
businesses with a new framework that they can easily connect with and leverage to scale up their own naturefocused initiatives. Indeed, many of the draft targets are directly relevant to the private sector, creating huge
space for companies to get involved, contribute, and help fill the gaps – around financing, knowledge and
expertise, technical solutions, and more. After assessing the framework’s targets and identifying where their
business would be best aligned to make a difference, companies can then set their own biodiversity goals.
These should be specific, measurable, and feasible, rather than overly ambitious targets which are unlikely to
be achieved. Clear action plans for realizing them should also be drawn up.

5.

Leverage dynamic partnerships and multi-stakeholder coalitions. Don’t act alone. No single actor can halt
and reverse the tide of biodiversity loss on their own. This will be a framework for all, and its success will
depend on collective efforts, with a high degree of coordination across policymakers, civil society, financial
institutions, and the business community. Companies will have to work in a highly collaborative environment
where they deepen existing partnerships, forge new ones, and join the multi-stakeholder platforms that can
add the capacity and scale to achieve systemic change, such as Business for Nature and the Global
Partnership for Business and Biodiversity.

6.

Weave nature into corporate sustainability narratives. If you preserved a tree in the forest, did anyone
hear it? Companies should harness the power of storytelling to inform their target audiences exactly what
they’re doing to protect nature and the meaningful impacts being delivered. This will require the development
of differentiated messaging that resonates with various groups, depending on their level of familiarity with the
topic. For instance, highly technical communications may work best with the experts at environmental NGOs,
but explaining the complexities of biodiversity in simple, compelling ways will be critical to engaging effectively
with consumers.
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Hill+Knowlton Strategies (H+K) is a public relations and integrated communications agency with 85 offices around the globe. We have unrivaled success in
preparing, protecting and defending brands and organizations. We safeguard the reputation of our clients – who range from global brands, multinationals
and public sector organizations to small independents – by deploying meticulous preparation, bespoke training and perfectly pitched responses to a wide
range of audiences.
About our Government & Public Affairs Practice in China:
Bespoke policy and political expertise. As local and global policy experts, we know that politics doesn’t operate in a vacuum and that Public Affairs can’t
either. More than ever before, it is vital that businesses understand and adapt not only to the changing political and regulatory environment, but also to the
cultural and societal expectations impacting their futures.
At H+K China, we see the whole picture. We partner with our clients to find solutions. We help them successfully engage with their policy and regulatory
stakeholders, to pre-empt and respond to the fundamental policy challenges facing their businesses. We focus on outcomes rather than processes and
enable our clients to move with and shape public opinion.
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