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Case Study — The Impact of Corporate Activities on
Biodiversity

Biodiversity vs. Climate Change

Biodiversity, the variety of life on Earth, is facing unprecedented threats due to human activities,
including those of corporations. As businesses expand globally and pursue economic growth, as the
Brundtland report focused on ending poverty, their operations have significant consequences for
ecosystems and climate change. According to Richardson et al. (2023), climate change and biodiversity
are two areas which are beyond the planetary boundaries. The relationship between biodiversity loss
and climate change is complex and intertwined, with both issues posing significant threats to the
environment and human well-being (McElwee, 2021).

While the prominence of climate change has grown in recent years, it is important to recognize the
ongoing decline in biodiversity (approximately one million species at risk of extinction in the coming
decades) and the need for proactive conservation efforts (Verissimo et al., 2014). The concept of
biodiversity has gained significant recognition, particularly through the United Nations Convention on
Biological Diversity, and is seen as a critical global environmental issue (Boersema et al., 2009).

The importance of biodiversity extends beyond environmental concerns, as it plays a crucial role in
supporting human well-being, providing ecosystem services, and maintaining ecological balance. This
case study aims to explore and analyze the impact of corporate activities on biodiversity, shedding
light on the challenges and opportunities for companies to contribute positively to biodiversity
conservation.

Figure 1: Planetary Boundaries
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Problem Formulation

In recent years, the global community has become increasingly aware of the critical need to address
biodiversity loss. However, as businesses continue to grow and develop, there is a rising concern about
the negative impacts they may have on biodiversity. The problem at hand involves understanding the
specific ways in which corporate activities influence biodiversity, both directly and indirectly. Key
questions include:

1. Direct Impact: How do the operational activities of corporations, such as resource extraction,
land use changes, and waste disposal, directly affect local and global biodiversity?

2. Indirect Impact: To what extent do supply chains, including sourcing raw materials and
manufacturing processes, contribute to biodiversity loss, and how can these impacts be
mitigated?

3. Corporate Initiatives: What measures are companies currently implementing to address their
impact on biodiversity? Are these initiatives effective, and what are the challenges faced in
their implementation?

4. Regulatory Environment: How do existing regulations and international frameworks influence
corporate behavior concerning biodiversity conservation? Are there gaps in current regulatory
approaches that need to be addressed?

5. Business Opportunities: Can companies turn biodiversity conservation into a business
opportunity? What are the potential benefits for businesses that adopt sustainable practices,
and how can such practices contribute to long-term profitability and corporate reputation?

Direct Impact. The operational activities of corporations, such as resource extraction, land use
changes, and waste disposal, have a significant direct impact on local and global biodiversity. These
activities can lead to a reduction in species richness and abundance, as well as changes in ecological
assemblages (Newbold et al., 2015). However, there are opportunities for corporations to mitigate
these impacts through the development of economic incentives for biodiversity (Spurgeon, 2008) and
the topic is part of the CSR debate, companies still us a reactive approach to biodiversity (Overbeek
et al.,, 2013). Despite some progress, there is still a need for more robust corporate biodiversity
accountability, with a focus on science-based commitments and meaningful indicators (Addison,
2018), due to the evidence that the operational activities of corporations directly affect local and global
biodiversity (Sharma, 2020).

Indirect Impact. Supply chains, particularly in the food industry, significantly contribute to biodiversity
loss, with the impacts varying based on sourcing patterns and consumer behavior (Green 2019).
Monitoring and assessing these impacts is crucial, but current tools have major gaps, particularly in
certification and standards, business accounting, and scientific modeling (Beck-O’Brien & Bringezu,
2021). Despite the significant role of supply chain operations in biodiversity decline, corporate
responsibility reporting has not traditionally given these impacts equal weight (Whatling, 2010).
International trade, driven by consumer demand in developed countries, is a major driver of biodiversity
threats in developing nations (Lenzen et al., 2012). To mitigate these impacts, there is a need for
improved monitoring tools, stronger corporate responsibility reporting, and a shift towards more
sustainable and regenerative farming practices.

Corporate Initiatives. Boiral and Heras-Saizarbitoria (2017) highlight the importance of stakeholder
involvement in corporate biodiversity initiatives, specifically identifying the involvement of non-
governmental organizations, experts, public authorities, and coalitions of companies. Corporate
measures commonly include the implementation of sustainable sourcing practices, biodiversity-
friendly land management, and the development of conservation action plans. Moreover, companies
are engaging in partnerships with environmental organizations and integrating biodiversity
considerations into their decision-making processes. While these initiatives represent positive steps
toward corporate environmental responsibility, assessing their overall effectiveness remains a complex
task. Challenges in the implementation of biodiversity initiatives often arise from the need for
standardized measurement metrics, lack of comprehensive regulatory frameworks, and the necesgj
for transparent reporting practices.
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Moreover, businesses may encounter difficulties in integrating biodiversity considerations into existing
operational models without compromising economic viability.

A critical evaluation of these corporate initiatives is essential to understand their impact, identify
successful strategies, and address the barriers hindering their implementation, ultimately guiding
businesses toward more effective biodiversity conservation practices. Also, economic incentives for
biodiversity are seen as a potential strategy for companies, but be cautious that these may not always
reflect genuine commitment to biodiversity. There is a need for more substantive action, rather than for
symbolic gestures.

Regulatory Environment. The regulatory environment plays a pivotal role in shaping corporate
behavior with regard to biodiversity conservation. Existing regulations and international frameworks
provide a foundation for businesses to align their practices with environmental sustainability goals.
However, the effectiveness of these regulations varies globally, with some regions demonstrating more
stringent enforcement than others. Gaps in the current regulatory approaches are evident in the lack
of standardized biodiversity metrics, making it challenging to measure and compare the impact of
corporate activities consistently (Smith et al., 2019).

Boiral and Heras-Saizarbitoria (2017) further emphasize the need for best practices in corporate
biodiversity management, suggesting that current regulatory approaches may not be comprehensive
enough. Pandey (2020) underscores the importance of policy implementation and good governance in
corporate social responsibility for biodiversity conservation. But there is also a potential of civil
regulation, particularly through partnerships between corporations and NGOs, that might address
these gaps.

The regulatory environment can also be summarized in the Corporate Social Responsibility measures
organizations are undertaking to harmonize international standards and foster collaboration between
governments, businesses, and environmental organizations.

Business Opportunities. Businesses can indeed turn biodiversity conservation into a profitable
opportunity, with potential benefits including enhanced corporate reputation and long-term profitability
(Snep, 2009). By adopting sustainable practices, businesses can enhance operational efficiency,
reduce resource consumption, and mitigate negative impacts on biodiversity. Investing in sustainable
supply chains, eco-friendly technologies, and green infrastructure not only contributes to biodiversity
conservation but also positions companies to capitalize on the growing market demand for
environmentally conscious products and services. Furthermore, sustainable practices can lead to cost
savings through resource efficiency, risk mitigation by anticipating and addressing regulatory changes,
and improved brand reputation. As consumers increasingly prioritize ethical and sustainable choices,
businesses that align with biodiversity conservation goals can cultivate a positive corporate image,
strengthen customer loyalty, and access new market segments.

Company practices

Deutsche Bahn

Objective and Implementation
As one of the largest landowners in Germany, Deutsche Bahn Railways and Transportation has a huge
responsibility in terms of how it uses the land available to it to protect nature and species.

Embracing a ,Green Transformation® as part of its sustainability strategy, Deutsche Bahn
acknowledges its responsibility and is exploring its challenges and opportunities in balancing rail
infrastructure expansion with biodiversity conservation.

The company has implemented over 38,000 nature and species protection projects since 2010. To
offset environmental impacts from new rail infrastructure, Deutsche Bahn creates new habitats by
demolishing old buildings and de-sealing areas. Strict adherence to legal requirements guides the
temporary relocation of species like bats, common to certain stations. Collaborating with EU-funded
projects like ,Boosting Green Infrastructure through Biodiversity-Oriented Design of Business
Premises”, Deutsche Bahn consults partners on natural design principles for company premises,
emphasizing elements like wildflower meadows and nesting aids for pollinators.

Results
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Deutsche Bahn's efforts have resulted in 46,000 biodiversity conservation activities since 2010. The
company‘s commitment to protecting specific species, such as endangered wild bees, peregrine
falcons, and Apollo butterflies, includes providing habitats for over 50 million bees through free access
to DB land for private beekeepers. Notable initiatives, like the installation of “Arks” for wild bees at
some stations, showcase the company‘s dedication to biodiversity preservation. The successful
implementation of these projects not only contributes to national and international sustainability goals
but also serves as an inspiration for other companies to engage in meaningful biodiversity conservation
efforts. The case emphasizes the importance of collaboration, local engagement, and the successful
integration of various factors in achieving successful biodiversity projects within corporate settings.

Source: Deutsche Bahn, 2023

Mercedes Benz

Objective and Implementation

The biodiversity project at the Mannheim plant received official recognition from the UN Decade for its
commitment to biodiversity protection and enhancement. Mercedes-Benz Group has prioritized
biodiversity conservation alongside climate, emissions, water, and soil protection. Internal biodiversity
guidelines were developed and implemented across German locations. Initiatives include minimizing
land consumption through multi-story, dense construction, creating natural spaces on undeveloped
areas, implementing green roofs and facades, and installing insect hotels and bird nesting aids.
Activities are documented and guided by the German Nature and Biodiversity Conservation Union
(NABU). The company collaborates with external partners to create replacement habitats when direct
support and compensation measures are not feasible.

Results

Implementation occurs at the individual factory level, with many German Mercedes-Benz plants
evaluating areas using a self-developed Biodiversity Index (BIX). The BIX assesses ecological
significance, ranging from Level 0 (area with no ecological importance) to Level V (very high ecological
ecosystem). Mercedes-Benz Group actively engages in protecting threatened bird species, involving
employees, neighbors, and apprentices. Noteworthy successes include the natural transformation of
the Sindelfingen plant, resulting in the hatching of approximately 30 peregrine falcon chicks by 2021.
The Immendingen Test and Technology Center spans 500 hectares, featuring a 33-hectare wildlife
passage with underpasses and bridges to safely facilitate wildlife crossings. Wildlife on-site, such as
lizards, slowworms, grass snakes, and hazel dormice, were relocated during construction. In 2021, the
Mercedes-Benz Berlin plant ecologically upgraded 2,000 square meters, planting fruit trees, regional
shrubs, creating flower meadows, a small pond, and new bird nesting sites.

The sustainability of these measures is ensured through a monitoring concept spanning ten years for
open spaces and 25 years for forests. The degree of goal achievement is regularly assessed, allowing
for adjustments if objectives are at risk of being missed. Mercedes-Benz‘'s comprehensive approach
highlights its commitment to long-term biodiversity conservation within its operations.

Source: Mercedes Benz, 2023

Conclusion

Business can and must take a leading role toward mitigating biodiversity impacts in partnership with
policy makers and customers (Beck-O’Brien & Bringezu, 2021). However, there is a need for increased
accountability and clearer roles for businesses in meeting global biodiversity goals (Smith, 2019).
Biodiversity offsets, which incentivize conservation, are a promising approach for managing business
impacts (Rajvanshi, 2015). Despite these opportunities, there are concerns about the reliability of
corporate engagement and the need for substantive, rather than symbolic, action on biodiversity
(Smith, 2018).
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Guiding Questions for Study

e Discuss the relationship of climate change and biodiversity, connected to the SDGs. Identify
the connections to the MOOC modules. What did you not know yet?

o Think about the concept of the planetary boundaries. Is this more adequate to discuss
sustainability than the triple bottom line?

¢ How do the impact categories differ from company to company?

¢ What additional measures can companies take to counteract biodiversity loss? Evaluate the
addressed measures. Are they enough? Discuss in class.

e Research on the SDGs subgoals and indicators. Can they be used for corporate reporting and
strategy planning?

¢ Is an incentive system necessary? How should that incentive system be designed?

o Evaluate the measures of both companies. How would you rate them? Compare these
involvements with other initiatives.
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