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The road to recovery

W
hile roads are often part of the fragmentation 

problem, they can also off er a solution. 

Roadside verges planted with native 

wildfl owers help support important pollinators such 

as bees and butterfl ies, while ponds become homes 

for amphibians and a watering hole for birds and other 

small animals. So there’s now a whole new movement 

in roadside landscaping – planted and maintained 

as purpose-built living spaces and green corridors 

for plants and animals. In the USA, for example, 

conservationists are encouraging roadside planting 

of milkweed, on which monarch butterfl ies depend, to 

help the recovery of this magnifi cent but endangered 

species. And near Oxford, UK, a green corridor linking 

two woodlands has been created along the side of a 

motorway, allowing species to migrate back and forth.

THE MORE THE HUMAN 

POPULATION grows, the 

harder it is for wildlife to 

thrive. Sprawling cities, towns, 

roads, factories and farms use 

up open forest, prairies, meadows 

and wetlands, driving plants and 

animals into ever-decreasing areas. 

Even in places where there are pockets 

of green space, sometimes known as 

habitat islands, these spaces are cut 

off  from each other, making it diffi  cult 

for animals  – insects, birds, mammals, 

amphibians – to move around in search 

of food, shelter and breeding grounds. 

 Isolating animal species in a small 

area makes them more vulnerable to 

predation, disease and inbreeding. And 

if one species disappears, it can aff ect 

the entire local ecosystem. In addition, 

animals in search of food or mates can 

wander on to roads, endangering both 

themselves and drivers, or into human 

settlements, bringing them into confl ict 

with people. In Africa and Asia, elephants 

and tigers that have been backed into 

forest parcels too small to sustain them 

sometimes enter villages and farms, 

destroying houses, crops and livestock.

 So how can we off er wildlife safe 

passage to help preserve and promote 

biodiversity?

S
ome animals need something larger and more 

elaborate than a wildfl ower-planted verge to cross 

from one habitat to another, meaning that man-

made structures are needed. 

 In the Netherlands an 800-metre “ecoduct” serves as a 

green superhighway across a motorway, railway and 

golf course. In Canada, large mammals in Banff 

National Park – bears, coyotes, elk, mountain 

lions and wolves – are pro tected by six 

wildlife bridges and 38 underpasses 

spanning the highways. 

 Not all wildlife crossings are for mammals. Fish 

ladders, for example, help migrating fi sh to get past 

dams blocking their way to upriver spawning grounds. 

The structures differ for different species, but they are 

typically a series of pools arranged in ascending steps 

so that fi sh can leap or swim from one to another. In 

Florida, USA, underpasses allow crocodiles to avoid 

road traffi c. And each year on Christmas Island, north of 

Australia, rangers build bridges to allow more than 100 

million terrestrial red crabs to migrate to the sea to lay 

their eggs.

Rcphoto/Dreamstime.com

Building bridges

Caution: 
wildlife 

crossing!

Kenneth Dwain Harrelson/CC-BY-SA 3.0
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C
ities are home to more than half the world’s people

– and in the developed nations that fi gure is 

nearly 80 per cent. Given that urban centres are 

responsible for a whopping 75 per cent of the world’s 

greenhouse gas emissions, they are clearly in a fantastic 

position to make a difference to the climate change 

problem. And for the last several years, cities have 

been taking the lead. As the world’s nations continue 

to seek consensus on emissions agreements, cities, 

led by mayors, have been spearheading the sometimes 

unglamorous, on-the-ground work of becoming more 

sustainable.

What makes this possible? For one thing, city resi dents 

are more likely to back long-range plans for infrastructure 

change – like new bridges or neighbourhood redevelop-

ment – as they can picture tangible results that will 

benefi t them and their families for generations to come. 

Then, as mayors have concrete knowledge of how fl oods, 

rising seas and heat waves would affect their cities, 

they are well equipped to tackle green initiatives. And 

mayors have to put pragmatism before propaganda – 

if streetlights stop working or subway systems break 

down, they are held directly accountable. This hands-on 

role puts mayors in a unique position to implement real 

changes.

Decisions and innovations at the city level can add up 

to pragmatic mainstream lifestyle changes that make 

it easy and normal for people to live green. To name 

just a few of these initiatives, there are safe, walkable 

mixed-use neighbourhoods; effi cient public transport 

that uses renewable energy; energy standards and green 

innovation for commercial and residential buildings; 

bike lane infrastructure and bike-share programmes; 

recycling schemes; green spaces for recreation and 

habitat corridors; farmers’ markets; emissions limits 

and congestion charges ... The list goes on.

Can cities help the globe

go green?

Best practices

THERE IS PLENTY OF URBAN INSPIRATION all over 

the world. In Bogotá, for example, Mayor Hernando 

Durán Dussán started a worldwide, decades-long 

movement of car-free days when he supported the 

launch of the Ciclovía in the 1980s. Today, the city is 

celebrated as one of Latin America’s greenest, with 

recent dramatic improvements in air quality and water 

supply and an increase in planted vegetation. In 2007, 

Mexico City’s mayor Marcelo Ebrard Casaubón launched 

his Plan Verde to make the city sustainable within 15 

years. The strategy includes citizen education and 

tackles air pollution by modernizing the taxi fl eet with 

environmentally friendly cars, extending the subway 

system, and a public transport system specifi cally for 

schoolchildren. Not only has the city planted 1.4 million 

trees, it has also created a special police force of 1,500 

offi cers to protect the city’s conservation areas from 

illegal logging, development and fi res. 

Cape Town, South Africa, protects urban biodiversity and 

endemic vegetation habitats by creating a network of 

ecological corridors. High-density Singapore leads Asia in 

planned green space, while London is trialling a system 

to use waste heat from its subway trains to heat nearby 

households. Trang, Thailand, integrates biodiversity 

conservation into urban planning, such as conserving 

wildlife in urban canals, while Tokyo encourages energy-

effi cient building with a cap-and-trade programme, part of 

its plan to reduce carbon dioxide emissions to 25 per cent 

below 2000 levels by 2020.

Local benefi ts, global impact
Not only do urban improvements make an impact on the planet’s overall 

environmental well-being, cities are also banding together to take the lead in 

climate change mitigation. In late 2013, more than 50 mayors from 30 countries 

met for a World Mayors Summit on Climate Change and pledged to tackle 

climate change through organizations like the C40 – a network of megacities 

working to reduce greenhouse gas emissions, Asia’s city network CityNet and the 

International Council for Local Environmental Issues. And at COP-19, the recent 

UN climate conference in Warsaw, there was a full-day session called the Cities 

Day. Perhaps it won’t be long before it is mayors, not national leaders, who are 

mapping humanity’s path towards sustainability!
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WHILE MEI’S COMPLAINT high-

lighted public concern, the problem 

was already impossible to ignore, 

with Beijing’s air pollution levels 

mak ing headlines. In January 2013, 

air quality monitoring showed 

par ticulate matter (PM) levels 

in the air to be almost 35 times 

higher than what the World Health 

Organi zation considers hazardous. 

Hospitals reported greater num-

bers of respiratory problems, and 

fl ights were grounded for a day 

when visibility levels dropped due 

to smog. 

The source? Beijing’s 5 million cars 

contribute, but the real culprits are 

China’s coal-fi red power plants, 

which have fuelled the nation’s rapid 

economic development. The smog is 

even drifting to Japan, where PM 

levels are climbing beyond accepted 

limits, forcing the government to 

issue health warnings. Meanwhile, 

more and more Chinese citizens are 

staying indoors when possible and 

buying masks and air purifi ers. 

The good news is that the situa-

tion has forced the authorities to 

respond. In the immediate term, 

Beijing’s government suspended 

operation of the most polluting 

factories and reduced its own car 

use by a third. Long-term solutions 

include increasing public transport, 

capping the number of private cars 

on the road at 6 million by the end 

of 2017, restricting the numbers 

of new car sales, and asking 1,200 

factories to either shut down or 

upgrade their facilities. 

As China’s newly elected prime 

Prime Minister Li Keqiang declared 

in his fi rst press conference: “We 

shouldn’t pursue economic growth 

at the expense of the environment. 

Such growth won’t satisfy the 

people.”

@miniharm

Azure Lan/CC-BY 2.0

One voice for clean air
I

t’s not often that a famous 78-year-old opera singer becomes an environmental 

activist. Famed Peking Opera master Mei Baojiu recently called on the city government 

to take action about levels of smog in Beijing, revealing that he had been forced 

to take medication for an irritated respiratory tract. “My voice no longer sounds 

perfectly smooth and clear,” he said. “Air pollution has ruined the voices of Peking Opera 

performers.” Peking Opera is a highly stylized, classical art form that requires male singers 

such as Mei to play the parts of women, singing high, silky notes in long runs.
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Fighting
 malaria
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“Cryptolepis sanguinolenta  has 

been used for generations in Ghana 

as an anti-malarial medicine. It 

is unique because it has anti-

malarial properties as well as fever-

reducing and pain-relief properties. 

Traditionally, it has been used as a 

decoction – the root is boiled and the 

liquid drunk. Now, clinical trials have 

been done on delivering the root in 

the form of a teabag, which is easier 

to prepare – and it works perfectly. 

“But a major problem is that the root 

tastes very bitter. Typically, patients 

take it on the fi rst day, but on the 

second, when well-being returns 

and the fever has gone, they stop 

taking it and get sick again. 

“We hope to take the root through 

the usual clinical trials for a botanical 

medicine that would be available as 

an easy-to-ingest capsule or tablet. 

In this form patients would be more 

likely to complete the three- or 

four-day course of pills required for 

recovery. 

“But such development takes 

funding, which is diffi  cult to source, 

in part because the root is a natural, 

not a synthesized, medicine, and 

many trials – for example those 

funded by the Gates Foundation – are 

only interested in unique molecules. 

But it should be remembered that 

artemisinin, which is the primary 

drug currently used against malaria, 

was originally derived from a plant 

discovered in China thousands of 

years ago. It is now also widely 

grown in Southeast Asia and East 

Africa.”

M
alaria is one of the world’s biggest public-health concerns, killing around 700,000 people a year – 

many of them children, and many in Sub-Saharan Africa, although the disease is also common in 

Southeast Asia. Eff orts to halt or even slow the spread of malaria include preventing the breeding of 

the  Anopheles  mosquitoes that carry the  Plasmodium  parasite, using protective nets, and anti-malarial medicines 

such as artemisinin. While medicines help, an ongoing problem is that the parasite becomes resistant to treatment. 

One hope may lie in the root of a creeping plant, Cryptolepis sanguinolenta, indigenous to Ghana. TUNZA spoke to 

Alexandra Graham – President of the St Karol School of Nursing in Ghana and founder of PhytoSearch, a company that 

seeks development of African indigenous medicines – about Cryptolepis. She explained that, even when there is plenty 

of plant diversity available, it can still be a struggle to exploit it to help alleviate disease.

Thinking ahead
“Once resistance to any antimalarial medicine gets under way – and the parasite is now becoming resistant to 

artemisinin in Southeast Asia – what should our backup be? My company is working to fi nd medicines that might 

prevent malaria across the Sahelian region, looking at using the indigenous knowledge that we have in Africa. I 

think there’s great hope of developing this root that cures malaria, offering a backup to what we have in the system 

right now. The scary thing is that the medicines we have now could become ineffective before we have developed 

anything new, and we’ll be left with nothing.”


