
Protecting Endangered Species 

 
 
Topic Briefing 
The International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) currently lists more than 9,750 species 
as endangered, as well as another 6,127 species in a stage of critical endangerment.1 Despite 
modern technology and scientific advancement, humans remain inextricably reliant on the 
environment. Healthy ecosystems regulate the climate, manage nutrients and waste, control floods, 
afford coastal protection, and provide food, freshwater, fuel, medicines, building materials, fertile 
soils, and breathable air. Biodiversity loss jeopardizes this in ways we do not yet understand. As 
such, it the protection of endangered species remains a global concern.   

In recent decades, the arrival of the industrial revolution and the forces of globalization have led 
to exploitation of the environment in a manner that was unprecedented in terms of scale and 
rapidity. These processes of industrialization and modernization were unsustainable for world 
ecosystems and habitats, and this is reflected in the growth rate of the global endangered species 
list: in the past twenty years (since 2000), there has been a net increase of more than 13,000 species 
classified as endangered or worse on the IUCN Red List, which classifies animal and plant species 
on a scale from not threatened to most critically endangered or already extinct.2 

Human-induced destruction of habitat has been the leading factor in species endangerment. 
Approximately 80% of all extinctions to species has been attributed to the destruction of habitat.3 
This destruction is accelerated by the expansion of cities, the requirement of resources and the 
need for larger quantities of agricultural land. 
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Overexploitation also comes as human societies use animal species for their own benefit. As 
climate change and habitat erosion makes more and more species endangered, the rarity of certain 
animals can make them more appealing targets for recreational hunters. However, the selected 
targeting of endangered species often pose an immense threat to already dwindling population 
numbers. For this reason, cases involving the trophy killings of endangered animals have attracted 
widespread controversy within the international community. This is exemplified by the case of an 
endangered Western Black rhinoceros killed in 2015,4 as well as the death of Cecil the Lion,5 who 
was shot in the mid-2010s despite being the subject of a local preservation and study initiative. 

In a similar vein, the issue of poaching for has historically been a key factor in driving up species 
endangerment. Devastatingly, despite international condemnation, poaching has been on the rise 
in tandem with the impacts of climate change: ivory poaching has soared, as well as the 
unsustainable harvesting of shark fins for medicinal purposes.6  

Australia: 
Prior to Western colonization of Australia which began in the late 18th century, Australia’s 
ecosystems were relatively untroubled by the indigenous population. Over the last 200 years 75% 
of rainforests and nearly 50% of all forests have been lost, as well as 99% of South Eastern 
Australian grasslands. This has left Australia with 201 endangered species, 105 critically 
endangered species and 35 extinct species. It is well established that this loss of biodiversity is 
attributable to reckless agricultural policy that did not consider the effect on the ecosystem. 
 
Brazil: 
As of late, a combination of expanded hunting programs, deforestation and habitat loss, and 
environmental deregulation has continued to threaten Brazil’s hundreds of endangered and 
critically endangered species, most of which are inhabitants of the Amazon rainforest. In recent 
years, protections on major swathes of the Amazon have been rolled back, resulting in continued 
mass climate change and deforestation that poses a major threat to at-risk species.7 This has largely 
occurred in tandem with the rise of Brazil’s right-wing populist President Jair Bolsonaro, whose 
administration has also controversially permitted reintroduced recreational hunting of endangered 
jaguars, monkeys, and parrots.8 
 
Zimbabwe: 
Threats of poaching and climate change induced habitat erosion have continued to negatively 
impact Zimbabwe for decades. The Zimbabwean government has, in recent years, made headlines 
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for their controversial strategies deployed in order to secure funds for conservation efforts: they 
have sold endangered animals off en masse to raise funds,9 as well as solicited donations in 
exchange for hunting rights from well-off foreigners. Zimbabwean authorities have in this sense 
argued that though unconventional, the long-term benefits of procuring funding outweighs the 
short-term losses associated with these practices, and that incorporating hunters and foreign 
investors helps spread positive awareness to conservation efforts.  
      
In all cases, failure to protect endangered species can be linked to long-term losses of ecological 
variety and biodiversity, which are natural phenomena that we rely upon in ways that we do not 
yet fully understand. It is therefore crucial that the international community draw from past actions 
in understanding the depth of this issue.  
 
Past Action 
 
Highly relevant to the question of protecting endangered species are Sustainable Development 
Goals 14 (Life Below Water) and 15 (Life on Land), which seek to conserve and sustainably 
interact with oceans and terrestrial ecosystems, all while preserving biodiversity throughout the 
planet.10 In addition, it is important to note that other SDGs, ranging from Goal 1 (No Poverty) to 
to Goal 13 (Climate Action), are highly intertwined with this issue: a failure to protect endangered 
species threatened by poverty-induced poaching and by climate change would result in further 
extinction and loss of biodiversity, making this topic highly connected to the fulfilment of these 
goals. Extinction is fundamentally incompatible with sustainability, as it marks the permanent loss 
of a natural resource. 
 
The central treaty on this point is Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of 
Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES) which aims to ensure that international trade in specimens does not 
threaten the survival of species in the wild. CITES seeks to prohibit trade in certain endangered 
species. Despite the progress made, CITES has been criticised for failing to address the full range 
of underlying root causes that exacerbate species endangerment, including habitat loss and human 
poverty.11 Critics have alleged seeks to prevent unsustainable exploitation rather than promote 
sustainable use, and that it lacks market-based mechanisms for prevention.  
 
The Non-Governmental Organization (NGO) at the forefront of stopping the degradation of the 
world’s natural resources is the World Wildlife Fund (WWF) which has a general consultative 
status with the United Nations Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC). In the first instance, 
WWF aims to conserve habitats which are under threat. In some circumstances, this alone is not 
enough and WWF takes steps to promote regulation of their harvest. 
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Within the UN framework, the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) is the lead body. 
Its mandate includes the promotion of “the coherent implementation of the environmental 
dimension of sustainable development within the United Nations system”, as well as building 
towards authority as an environmental advocate more broadly.12 UNEP’s World Conservation 
Monitoring Centre (WCMC) assesses biodiversity and supports policy making. Similarly, UNEP’s 
International Ecosystem Management Partnership (IEMP) aims to be a resource and knowledge 
hub for policy makers in developing nations. Given that many of the endangered species reside in 
developing nations which are under-equipped to address the problem, WCMC and IEMP play a 
vital role in empowering states to act.  
 
Possible Solutions 

The protection of endangered species is a critical component of sustainability and responsible 
human development. As such, delegates should allow their possible solutions to be guided by the 
17 SDGs, and consider the numerous ways in which every goal - whether it be poverty, global 
wealth inequalities, or climate change - can intersect with the types of threats facing the world’s 
endangered species going into the 2020s.  

Just as it has been for decades (if not centuries), poaching remains a critical issue for 
endangered species across the developing world in particular today: in fact, the WWF has 
reported rhinoceros horn poaching has increased by 7,700%. That same report found that the 
illegal wildlife trade is worth billions of dollars annually.13 The WWF and its partners have 
proposed increased support for programs such as TRAFFIC, a joint program of the IUCN and 
WWF which seeks to systematically track ivory and other unsustainable wildlife trade.  

Endangered animals are also directly threatened by humans for reasons other than illegal 
poaching. In many areas, endangered predators can be shot or killed by farmers seeking to 
protect their crops and livestock from potential harm. On the reverse side of the coin, many 
endangered species are at heightened risk of being shot by hunters for recreational sport; this 
has been occurring with greater frequency in Africa and South America. However, many have 
also argued that trophy hunting and well-regulated exploitation of endangered species can 
actually serve as a mechanism for preservation, as the funds gained from hunting and 
harvesting can be put forwards towards concentrated breeding and conservation programs.14 
This is an example of one among many contradictions in approaches between countries, 
highlighting the need for multilateral collaboration on this important issue. 
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Lastly, and perhaps most critically, habitat erosion and climate change are issues of global 
importance that continue to pose a major threat to endangered species. The potential impacts 
of climate change-induced deforestation and flooding within Brazil’s Amazon rainforest 
alone could serve to render thousands of species extinct. In order to protect endangered 
species, a key solution many countries could consider embracing involves adherence to the 
2015 Paris Climate Agreement, such that global temperatures do not continue to skyrocket 
and ecosystems will not be adversely affected as a result. On the whole, continued pursuance 
of the SDGs and the broader scale reduction of carbon emissions (in tandem with anti-
poaching and responsible hunting initiatives) will forge a better, more prosperous future for 
both humans and animals alike.  

Further Research 
● SDG 14: Life Below Water and SDG 15: Life on Land 
● United Nations Environment Programme Knowledge Repository on Endangered Species 
● Full text of the CITES Treaty on Wild Fauna and Flora 
● IUCN Red List of World Species  
● WWF Arguments for Protection   

 
Worksheet Questions 

1. What is the “Red List”, and what type of information can we learn by using it?  
2. What percentage of species extinctions can be attributed to loss of habitat? 
3. What does the acronym “CITES” stand for?  
4. Name one organization aside from the United Nations that does work related to this issue.  
5. What is the name of the lion that was controversially killed in 2015?  


