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Director of the Museum of Natural History,

Ambassador (Denys GAUER),

Ladies and Gentlemen,

It is a great honour for me to greet such a distinguished gathering in this magnificent and highly symbolic Great Gallery of Evolution.

Many of the men and women who labour in their laboratories, in the field and through diplomacy to safeguard biodiversity are here this evening on the occasion of a two-day working meeting which, I am certain, has already borne fruit.

Biodiversity is an abstract concept and you will encounter a great deal of scepticism. Remember the response of the wife of the Bishop of Worcester who is said to have exclaimed, after hearing of Darwin's theory, “Descended from monkeys? My dear, let us hope it isn’t true! But if it is, let us pray it does not become widely known!” That illustrates what makes the concept so difficult to manage and why it needs to be explained by the scientists. 

Yet the Natural History Museum reminds us of the strong ties that exist between nature and man, so well demonstrated in Charles Darwin's theory of evolution and subsequently corroborated by the genetics of Gregor Mendel and the molecular biology of Jacques Monod, François Jacob and André Lwoff.

The specialists are unanimously in agreement; they issued a solemn reminder at the Paris conference in January 2005 and in the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment report: the threat to biodiversity is unprecedented. At the current rate of losses we are inflicting on our natural heritage, half the species on the planet will probably be gone by the end of our century.

It is true that the international community has acquired instruments to organise a response to this threat. Implementation of the Convention on Biological Diversity, which set out objectives and timetables aimed at halting the loss of biodiversity by 2010, is an outstanding example. Similarly, the Convention against Desertification, the Ramsar Convention on Wetlands, the Convention on Migratory Species, the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species and the work of the IUCN (World Conservation Union) made it possible to improve the protection of endangered species and protected areas and the conservation of sensitive natural environments. But we must face the reality: the scope of the crisis is such that the efforts made to date do not constitute a sufficient response.

Today, I believe that awareness of the risks related to the loss of biodiversity can only be raised by a very high-level independent scientific body made up of the best independent experts the world has to offer, which can make its voice heard around the world. Such a body would make it possible to further mobilise and pool scientific knowledge and political action to protect biodiversity. Its role would be similar to that played on the climate issue by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), which brought about a world-wide scientific consensus on the reality and the consequences of global warming that many, initially, were refusing to accept. The IPCC also drew public attention to the imminent dangers inherent in climate change.
This is why I wish to thank you very warmly for having agreed to take part in  this consultation. Your two-day meeting is aimed at assessing the need for an international mechanism of scientific expertise on biodiversity. You will be discussing the best way to respond to the appeal issued by the scientists meeting at the international conference on “Biodiversity: Science and Governance” in January 2005. 

You may not all be convinced that a mechanism of expertise is needed. But I know that you are all convinced that we need to safeguard our ecosystem; beyond the ecological importance of protecting the planet's animal and plant species, much is at stake for human society in biodiversity conservation. As scientists, as policymakers, as representatives of international organisations and civil society from all over the world, you have a duty to call attention to the damage to biodiversity that you identify and to share your information with the public at large.
My own conviction derives not just from the international activities in which I take part, it is also based on the policies for which I have responsibility at national level. A Minister of the Environment, as I am sure you are aware, is called upon to constantly point out the importance of conserving nature and natural resources. Sustainable development is an innovative concept that we must put into practice, difficult as this may be since it runs counter to much conventional wisdom.

At all levels, the contribution made by scientists is all-important. Within my ministerial department, for example, I constantly rely on the support of a Natural Heritage and Biodiversity Scientific Council, chaired by Yvon Le Maho, a member of the Academy of Sciences, who is taking part in your work. In the regions, local authorities, nature parks and scientists are also closely involved in our public outreach activities. 

In addition, France has just set out a national biodiversity strategy comprising action plans that will soon be adopted. Beyond that, an ambitious research programme will be announced in March of this year. It should contribute to strengthening the scientific community and raising awareness among French researchers of global biodiversity issues and the specific situations in the various regions. I also hope that we can establish special ties with researchers in the countries of the South, whose presence here with us this evening I especially welcome, so that we can work together to build a world in which the protection of nature and development are reconciled across all geographic areas and all economies.

Your contribution to the emergence of this world will be decisive. You have responded with enthusiasm to the invitation from the International Steering Committee, for which I am very grateful. I will be following your work with great interest and I am certain it will reach clear conclusions, that is that it will culminate in a proposal for an intelligent and effective response to the need for scientific outreach on global biodiversity policies. 

My colleagues in government (from the Ministries of Foreign Affairs, Research, Agriculture and Overseas France) and I will be presenting a detailed report to the President of the French Republic. I know already that he is very gratified by the quality of your meeting and that he places great hopes in the international consultation now getting under way.

I thank you for your attention and wish you all the best for your work and a very pleasant evening.
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