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A landmark African-led study has found that sub-Saharan Africa has lost 24% of its 
biodiversity since pre-industrial times. Compiled with the expertise of 200 scientists, field 

ecologists, rangers and wildlife experts from across the continent – including several from 
South Africa – the research paints the most detailed picture yet of where nature is thriving 

and where it is in serious trouble.

The study, published in the journal Nature, used a novel 
approach: instead of relying on sparse field data or 
extrapolating from ecosystems in other parts of the 
world, the researchers brought together 200 experts with 
direct, on-the-ground knowledge of African biodiversity. 
Over five years, these experts – including researchers, 
park rangers, tour guides and museum curators – 
independently estimated how different human activities 
affect the abundance of plants and animals in different 
African habitats, then discussed their findings collectively 
to reach a shared assessment.

Several staff members and honorary research associates 
from the South African Environmental Observation 
Network (SAEON) were among the contributors, providing 
expertise on plants, vegetation and ecosystems across 
South and southern Africa.

What the numbers tell us
The result is a continent-wide map of the Biodiversity 
Intactness Index (BII), which measures the percentage of 
original species abundance that remains compared to 
pre-industrial times. The overall regional BII score of 76% 
means that, on average, populations of diverse plants 
and animals have declined by nearly a quarter.
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Sub-Saharan Africa has lost nearly a 
quarter of its biodiversity

But the picture varies enormously. Some plant species 
that can withstand environmental disturbance have 
experienced declines of as little as 10%. Large mammals 
– elephants, lions and many antelope species – have lost 
more than 75% of their historical abundance. The two 
biggest drivers of biodiversity loss are habitat destruction 
for cropland, and unsustainable levels of harvesting and 
livestock grazing.
·	 �Countries with the lowest intactness: Nigeria and 

Rwanda, where cropland coverage is highest.
·	 �Countries with the highest intactness: Central African 

countries, where humid forests remain largely intact.
·	 �More than 80% of the region’s remaining wild plants 

and animals live outside formally protected areas 
– in working landscapes: rangelands, forests and 
farmlands, where people and nature coexist.

Beyond protected areas
One of the study’s most significant findings is that 
protected areas – national parks and game reserves 
– are essential for large mammals, but are simply not 
enough on their own to halt biodiversity loss. More than 
80% of Africa’s remaining wild biodiversity exists in working 
landscapes: rangelands, forests and farmlands shared by 
people and wildlife.
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“This fundamentally shifts where and how we think about 
biodiversity conservation in Africa,” says lead author 
Dr Hayley Clements of Stellenbosch University’s Centre 
for Sustainability Transitions. “Sustainable management 
of shared working landscapes is key to maintaining 
biodiversity and supporting livelihoods.”

These working landscapes support more than 500 million 
people and underpin crucial ecosystem services – clean 
water, pollination, building materials, wild foods and 
carbon storage. Traditional smallholder farming systems 
tend to maintain more ecological complexity and support 
higher levels of biodiversity than intensive commercial 
agriculture.

South African scientists speak
“This project was exciting for me as 
it brought together a large group 
of people with diverse expertise 
to get an improved assessment of 
the state of biodiversity in Africa – a 
research-poor continent compared to 
countries in the Global North.”

— Prof. Helga van der Merwe, 
SAEON Arid Systems Ecologist, on the 
Succulent Karoo, Nama Karoo and 
arid Savanna systems

“The expert solicitation employed in 
the BII project is the epitome of the 
adage: ‘The whole is greater than 
the sum of its parts’. Sharing and 

combining the knowledge of individuals across ecological 
systems is the only way to assess environmental change at 
large spatial and temporal scales.”

— Prof. Dave Thompson, SAEON Biodiversity Scientist, who 
studies the herbaceous component of savannas and 
grasslands

“I see this approach as a major step forward in improving 
biodiversity intactness indicators. The BII is set to potentially 
play a larger role in shaping future policy and land use 
decisions.”

— Dr Ryan Blanchard, SAEON Fynbos Node Manager, 
Stellenbosch University

A tool for policymakers
Beyond the scientific findings, the study delivers something 
that African governments have long lacked: a biodiversity 
indicator built from in-country ecological expertise that 
can be applied at multiple scales – from individual farms 
to national policy. This addresses a major gap, since 
many global biodiversity assessments misrepresent African 
conditions by relying on data from more data-rich regions 
of the world.

With cropland projected to double and cereal demand 
expected to triple by 2050, the authors argue that 
biodiversity-positive farming practices will be critical 
to reconciling food security with ecosystem health. 
The message for Africa’s policymakers, farmers and 
conservation managers is clear: protecting nature cannot 
only happen inside fence lines. The way we use the other 
80% of the land matters just as much.

Article compiled from SAEON eNews, Issue 01 2026. Original 
article: https://enews.saeon.ac.za/sub-saharan-africa-has-
lost-nearly-a-quarter-of-its-biodiversity/. Research published 
in: Clements, et al. A place-based assessment of biodiversity 
intactness in sub-Saharan Africa. Nature 649, 113–121 (2026). 
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41586-025-09781-7

THEME | SUB-SAHARAN BIODIVERSITY

Figure 1. The Biodiversity Intactness 
Index (BII) for sub-Saharan Africa, 
showing the percentage of original plant 
and animal populations that remain 
compared to pre-industrial levels. 
An overall score of 76% means that 
on average, only 76 out of every 100 
individuals of each indigenous species 
remain. Source: Clements et al., Nature 
649 (2026)

Figure 2. A breakdown of the expertise 
of the 200 participants in the BII 
assessment, reflecting deep knowledge 
across multiple species groups and 
regions. Source: Clements et al., 
Scientific Data 11 (2024)

Figure 3. The BII across sub-Saharan Africa, disaggregated by 
species groups. Note the particularly severe declines in large 
mammals across much of the continent. Source: Clements et al., 
Nature 649 (2026)


