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The diversity of life 
forms, so numerous 
that we have yet to 
identify most of them, 
is the greatest wonder 
of this planet.
 
E.O WILSON, EDITOR

BIODIVERSITY, 1988
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British Columbia encompasses more ecosystems and 
more species than any other province in Canada.

British Columbia is the most biologically diverse 

province or territory in Canada. From the Pacific 

coast to the heights of the Rocky Mountains, the 

province encompasses a wide range of ecosystems. 

    The natural landscape includes coastal         

       rainforests, deluged with over three           

         metres of rainfall annually, and desert-           

           like steppes in the southern interior, 

             where precipitation seldom exceeds 

             350 mm. British Columbia contains 

              ecosystems, such as the enormous 

               boreal forest, that occur in many 

  other places in the world, as well as 

   highly specialized ecosystems such as 

    the winter-wet, summer-dry mild 

   climates of the Gulf Islands. What is 

   unique to British Columbia is the 

   complicated mixture of these 

   ecosystems across the province.

  Starting in the 1990s, land- and 

  water-use decisions have focussed on 

  maintaining British Columbia’s 

 biological diversity.

What is Biodiversity?
          Biologists use the term biodiversity to         

         refer to life in all its forms and the 

   habitats and natural processes that support life.

Biodiversity encompasses:

• Genetic diversity, meaning the genetic variation 

among individuals of the same species;

• Species diversity, meaning the number of 

different plants, animals, fungi, and simple 

organisms such as bacteria and protozoa; and

• Ecosystem diversity, which includes the variety 

of ecosystems and the different ways they 

function. Ecosystem diversity can include both the 

organisms and the interactions between them and 

their environment: for example, fire, climate, 

decay, and predator-prey relationships.

The Value of Biodiversity
The health of the planet depends upon conserving 

biodiversity and sustaining the viability of 

ecosystems. Ecosystems support all forms of life, 

moderate climates, filter water and air, conserve 

soil and nutrients, and control pests. Species 

provide us with food, building materials, energy, 

and medicines. They also provide services such as 

pollination, waste assimilation, and distribution of 

seeds and nutrients free of charge. Many 

commercially important breeds of plants and 

animals exist because of naturally occurring 

differences in species. Genetic diversity also 

enables us to breed higher-yield and disease-

resistant plants and animals and allows the 

development or evolution of breeds and races that 

thrive under a variety of environmental conditions.

Living systems provide 
many services free of 
charge, such as 
pollination of plants, 
including food crops 
and other commercially 
important species. 
Here a syrphid fly is 
pollinating strawberry 
flowers.
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In addition, there are ethical concerns 

involved in making decisions that affect biological 

diversity. If all life forms have an intrinsic value, as 

many argue, we have a moral obligation to protect 

them and ensure that they survive because of  

their own intrinsic worth, as well as their value to 

future generations.

Biodiversity in British Columbia
British Columbia has been endowed with a rich 

variety of habitats, including forests, grasslands, 

meadows, wetlands, rivers, and intertidal and 

subtidal zones. These habitats support 143 species 

of mammals, 454 birds, 20 amphibians, 19 reptiles, 

and 450 fish. Invertebrate species probably number 

between 50,000 and 70,000, including 35,000 

species of insects. An estimated 2850 

The colours of Red-ßowering Currant  vary. These 
ßowers represent the range of colours in a one-
hectare patch of forest. One of these varieties has 
become a commercially available cultivar.

Bears  and other scavengers  move thousands of 
tons of nutrient-rich salmon into forest 
ecosystems each year. Recent research has shown 
that this input of nutrients is important to forest 
and river ecosystems, including commercial tree 
species and salmon fry. 

According to recent 

estimates, ecosystems 

provide goods and 

services worth between 

$22 trillion and $74 

trillion a year, with an 

average of over $45 

trillion.* The global 

gross national product 

is around $25 trillion. If 

we eliminate species 

and ecosystems, we will 

have to do their work . . . 

and we simply do not 

have the knowledge or 

the resources to fulÞll 

their functions.

*Costanza et al. 1997.
Nature 387: 253-260

species of vascular plants, 1000 mosses and 

liverworts, 1600 lichens, 522 attached algae, and 

well over 10,000 fungi occur in the province.

As scientists and naturalists broaden their 

investigations, they are constantly discovering new 

species. However, because this array of species and 

interactions is so complex, we lack the knowledge 

to fully understand ecosystems and the way 

human activities affect the landscape. As research 

continues, we are finding out more about how 

humans function within ecosystems.

Concern for Biodiversity  in 
British  Columbia
Many scientists believe we are in a global 

“biodiversity crisis.” They attribute the loss of 

biodiversity to the loss and degradation of 

habitats, the invasion of exotic species, over-

exploitation of resources, and environmental shifts 

such as climate changes, pollution and increase in 

ultra-violet light, and the fragmentation of habitat 

into segments too small to maintain a full 

complement of species and processes.

Here are some issues with significant 

implications for biodiversity in British Columbia.

• We are losing species. At least four species of 

The Vancouver Island Marble  was last seen in 
British Columbia in 1908. Recent surveys have 
located a small remnant population in the San 
Juan Islands in Washington State. Relatively 
small numbers of butterßy species have become 
extinct or been extirpated (become locally 
extinct) in British Columbia since the early 
1900s, but a large number of species face 
extirpation if current trends continue.
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