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Open letter: There are more than just trees and forests to be

conserved and restored

OPEN LETTER TO POLICYMAKERS AT THE
16TH MEETING OF THE CONFERENCE OF
THE PARTIES TO THE CONVENTION ON
BIOLOGICAL DIVERSITY (COP 16, CALI,
COLOMBIA, 2024)

Tropical and subtropical grasslands and savannas have historically
been neglected in global and local conservation policies. As a result,
nearly half of their coverage has been lost. In 2023, the world's most
biodiverse savanna (Brazilian Cerrado) lost 1.110.326 ha, increasing
the rate of land conversion by 67.7% (MapBiomas, 2024). The result-
ing biodiversity and ecosystem service losses, including the ability to
mitigate climate change, are profound and irreversible.

As scientists specialized in ecology, conservation, and restoration,
from around the world, we call on policymakers at COP 16 to act deci-
sively: Tropical and subtropical grasslands and savannas matter for biodi-
versity protection, and the future of this planet relies on these ecosystems
to the same extent it relies on forests.

We urge the following commitments:

e Prioritize conservation and adequate management of grasslands
and savannas.

e Establish mechanisms to reduce and halt land conversion in these
ecosystems immediately.

e Promote conservation aligned with local economic activities, such
as ecotourism and sustainable bioeconomic initiatives.

e Reject afforestation initiatives disguised as restoration efforts that

harm these unique ecosystems.

Grasslands and savannas harbor an extraordinary biodiversity of
light-loving fauna and flora, with up to 60 plants per square meter in
some regions (Silva Menezes et al., 2018; Wilson et al., 2012). Many
of these species are endemic and at risk of extinction. These ancient
ecosystems are home to an astonishing cultural legacy and diversity.
They are not only crucial for species conservation but also water secu-
rity and carbon storage. For example, most of the major rivers in the
Amazon originate in montane grasslands in the Andes, the Cerrado,
and the Guyana Plateau. Peat soils in South American savannas store
more carbon belowground than tropical forests do aboveground.

These carbon stocks, some dating back 40,000 years, are at risk if
inappropriate land use practices like soil drainage or large-scale tree
planting disrupt natural water cycles.

Once open ecosystems are degraded, they rarely regain their
original biodiversity and function. Effective restoration remains a
challenge, while promising, restored open ecosystems rarely fully
recover the complexity, diversity, or resilience of pristine ecosystems
(Nerlekar & Veldman, 2020; Pilon et al, 2023; Zaloumis &
Bond, 2011). This makes immediate conservation the most effective
tool in mitigating biodiversity loss and maintaining ecosystem
services.

The UN Decade on Ecosystem Restoration is meaningless with-
out a solid policy to reduce and stop land conversion. Conserving the
remaining tropical and subtropical grasslands and savannas is the only
assurance that future generations will benefit from the services these
ecosystems provide. We believe in the potential of restoration, but it
cannot replace effective biodiversity protection. Robust environmen-
tal policies must be grounded in scientific evidence and prioritize both
present and future societal well-being. As scientists and citizens, we
emphasize the critical need to conserve what remains of these eco-
systems. While science works toward restoring what has been lost,
conservation is our best defense against the biodiversity crisis and

the loss of essential ecosystem services.
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