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The Kagu brings a smile to anyone who is fortunate enough 
to see or hear one, the only surviving representative of 
an entire family of birds. It could be mistaken for an over-
energetic, almost demented, flightless heron with silver-grey 
plumage, a wonderful crest, coral-orange legs and bill, and 
a cacophony of laughing-yelping calls. Its eccentric quick-
step walk, freeze-still then peck or probe routine is a picture 
of concentration as it hunts for worms and snails on the 
forest floor of New Caledonia – forests that not only provide 
a home for this and many other extraordinary species 
but also help maintain soil stability and water for human 
consumption and hydroelectric power. This spectacular 
island is also fringed by magnificent coral reefs, one of the 
most important regions in the world for marine biodiversity 
and a critical source of food and tourist income for the 
human population.  

Unfortunately, climate change is already exerting pressures 
on wildlife in all of the European Union overseas territories. 
Climate change respects no boundaries, and bleaching 
damage to the heat-sensitive coral reefs of the EU 
territories has already been widely observed, including in 
New Caledonia. Greenhouse gas emissions are generated 
disproportionately by industrialised countries, but the 
consequences are felt all over the world. These impacts 
are felt in places that have high levels of biodiversity and 
that do not necessarily have sufficient resources to deal 

with the consequences. As such, it behoves continental 
EU nations to reduce emissions, and also to help their 
overseas territories to adapt to changes that are already 
inevitable. 

This report is, therefore, a very welcome move to recognise 
the consequences of climate change for the EU overseas 
territories, and specifically for their biodiversity. The human 
communities of the territories rely heavily on this biodiversity 
for a wide variety of ecosystem goods and services that 
range from food and fisheries, to water resources and 
fertile soils, through to tourism and coastal protection. 
Without the biodiversity of their natural ecosystems, the 
human populations of the territories would be greatly 
impoverished.

Many of the potential ills that face the world from climate 
change are encapsulated within the EU overseas territories. 
The EU territories range from the Antarctic to the Arctic, 
and from atolls that reach only a few metres above sea 
level to lofty mountain peaks. Gradual melting of the 
Greenland ice sheet, combined with thermal expansion of 
the oceans and increases in storm intensity, will contribute 
to an increasing likelihood of coastal inundation, threatening 
coastal human populations and wildlife. Terrestrial species 
that are confined to low-lying islands, such as the critically 
endangered Polynesian Ground Dove, have no-where else 
to go. Functioning natural coastal ecosystems, especially 
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reefs, salt marshes and mangrove forests, have the potential 
to minimise these impacts, and should therefore be carefully 
protected.

Climate change has joined over-exploitation by humans, 
invasive species, habitat destruction and pollution (other 
than greenhouse gasses) as the fifth major global threat 
to biodiversity. These pressures are not acting alone. A 
combination of over-fishing and coral bleaching may prove 
fatal for the reefs that play such an important role in the life 
and economies of many of the territories. Habitat destruction, 
warming and altered rainfall patterns may combine to 
generate seasonal droughts in some regions, whereas 
substantially increased rainfall and storms could bring 
serious erosion to devegetated tropical islands, threatening 
human populations and wildlife alike. Increased elevations of 
invasive birds, mosquitoes and bird malaria may join forces 
to restrict native island species to ever-higher elevations, 
and eventually to eliminate them completely. In continental 
Europe and elsewhere, many species will survive climate 
change by moving their distributions to higher latitudes, but 
this is not an option for many of the species that are confined 
to the EU overseas territories. Species that are restricted to 
oceanic islands, in particular, must survive where they are, 
or perish. 

More species may be at risk of global extinction from 
climate change in the territories than in the entire continent 
of Europe, but no formal analyses exist. As country after 
country within continental Europe prepares biodiversity 
adaptation strategies for climate change, little attention 
has been given to the rest of the world, where most of the 
impacts of EU emissions are being felt. If adaptation is at 
least partially about putting right some of the wrongs that 
continental EU emissions have caused, then the majority of 
the effort and resources the EU devotes to climate change 
adaptation should be directed abroad, including to our 
overseas territories. This is important for biodiversity, and 
equally so for the human communities that rely heavily on 
ecosystems services for their quality of life – and in some 
cases survival.

Recognising the problem is vital. But this is only a beginning. 
Europe has many of the finest climate scientists, it leads 
the world in documenting the responses of biodiversity to 
climate change, and it is a leader in projecting the future 
potential consequences of climate change for wildlife. Let 
this report be a call to EU scientists and policy makers to 
pay greater attention to the impacts of climate change in 
our overseas territories, and to European governments, 
funding agencies and NGOs to facilitate this work so as to 
contribute to the development of adaptation strategies by 
the administrative authorities of the EU overseas territories. 
With such an increase in attention and effort, it is possible 
that many of our overseas territories could become inspiring 
exemplars of conservation and sustainability, rather than 
casualties of our insatiable greed for hydrocarbons.

Dr Chris D Thomas
Professor of Conservation Biology
University of York
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Climate change is a major threat to global biodiversity. From 
the tropics to the Poles, the world’s ecosystems are all under 
pressure. A study published in the scientific journal Nature 
posited that 15 to 37% of terrestrial animal and plant species 
could be at risk of extinction because of human-induced 
impacts on climate (Thomas et al., 2004). 

Scattered across the four corners of the Earth, European 
Union overseas entities, are home to a biological diversity 
that is as rich as it is vulnerable. Located in several global 
biodiversity hotspots, these territories are home to a far 
greater number of endemic animal and plant species than 
continental Europe. However, this natural wealth is under 
pressure from numerous quarters: habitat destruction, 
invasive alien species, pollution, over-exploitation of 
species; no territory has been spared. Today, climate change 
represents an additional threat to these ecosystems, and 
one which could possibly end up being as damaging as all 
the others combined. 

As a result of the remarkable diversity of their environments, 
European overseas entities provide a real cross section of 
the impacts of climate change on global biodiversity. They 
serve to highlight the extent of these impacts on the majority 

of global ecosystems and on a large variety of taxonomic 
groups. Furthermore, given that overseas ecosystems are 
particularly vulnerable to climate change, they can serve as 
beacons for the European Union. With their wide geographic 
spread, they act as an early warning system for the effects of 
climate change on ecosystems generally. 

“Islands are the bellwethers of international environmental 
policy. The world will see their success or failure on our 
islands first”.
James Alix Michel, President of the Seychelles (IUCN Global 
Islands Survey).

In addition to raising the alarm, the overseas entities of Europe 
can also set an example. Overseas entities are among the 
first regions to have been affected by climate change; they 
could also be among the first to adapt to its effects and to 
implement strategies to respond to them. Overseas entities 
can act as learning laboratories for the creation of policies, 
strategies or technologies that can be used to adapt to or 
mitigate the effects of climate change. Such innovations, 
conceived on the European islands, can then be rolled out 
and adapted to surrounding developing countries. With 
European Union assistance, overseas entities could become 

Introduction
Author: Jérôme Petit (IUCN)
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centres of excellence for sustainable development research, 
ecosystem management, biodiversity protection, renewable 
energy development and climate change adaptation. 

The International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN), 
in collaboration with the Ministère de l’Intérieur, de l’Outre-
mer et des Collectivités territoriales (Ministry of the Interior, the 
Overseas Territories and Entities), the Conseil Régional de La 
Réunion (Regional Council of the Island of Reunion) and the 
Observatoire National français des Effets du Réchauffement 
Climatique (ONERC) (French National Observatory for the 
Effects of Climate Change), decided to shine the spotlight on 
the European overseas entities and organize an international 
conference on the theme of climate change and biodiversity 
loss in these regions. The conference, which will take place 
from 7 to 11 July 2008 on the Island of Reunion, has been 
officially endorsed by the French Presidency of the European 
Union. For the first time, this gathering will bring together 
the 27 Member States and their 28 overseas entities, to 
stimulate a common debate. The objectives of this event are 
(1) to strengthen awareness among European institutions, 
the 27 Member States of the European Union, regional and 
global institutions, civil society and the media, of the unique 
natural heritage of overseas Europe, the threats it faces 
and the opportunities it has to offer; (2) to strengthen the 
effectiveness of action and cooperation among the EU, the 
Member States and the European overseas entities, in efforts 
to adapt to climate change, adopt exemplary energy policies 
and protect and sustainably manage their biodiversity; and 
(3) to strengthen regional cooperation between the European 
Union overseas entities and their neighbours, as well as build 
capacity among these entities to ensure a stronger voice in 
international environmental debates. 

Prior to this conference it is necessary to take stock of the 
available scientific knowledge and to lay the groundwork for 
discussions. IUCN, in collaboration with the ONERC and 
other partners, decided to undertake a review of the risks 
inherent to climate change; this report is based on that study. 
In order to carry out this large-scale study, IUCN called on 
a network of more than 80 experts, researchers, academics, 
members of associations, public administrations, and 
the private sector based in the territories concerned. This 
consultative process enabled information to be gathered 
from a wide range of field actors. This information was 
then entered into a database and supplemented with a 
bibliography of scientific publications, summary documents 
and technical notes. The data have been summarised and 
transcribed in the current document. Upon completion, the 
document was sent for review to all contributing experts.

The objective of this paper, which is intended as a 
reference document, is to establish the current state of 
existing knowledge on the impacts of climate change on 
the biodiversity of the European Union overseas entities. 
This document starts with a thematic analysis of European 
overseas biodiversity, the reality of climate change, the new 
threats it presents for natural resources, and the resulting 

socio-economic implications. This analysis presents a 
general overview of the global and sectoral data related to 
overseas territories, and highlights certain notable examples 
in the individual regions. The document then provides a 
geographical analysis of the impacts of climate change on 
biodiversity in the 28 European Union overseas entities. 
These have been divided into seven large geographical 
areas: the Caribbean, the Indian Ocean, the South Pacific, 
Macaronesia, the Amazon, the Polar Regions and the South 
Atlantic. For each entity a non-exhaustive overview of the 
current state of biodiversity, observed or potential impacts 
of climate change on the natural resources, and the resulting 
socio-economic implications are presented. For some 
regions, examples of strategies to adapt to or mitigate the 
effects of climate change that deserve particular mention 
have been highlighted.

Introduction




