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Background. The enormous diversity of species, populations, and ecosystems found on Earth has been
the subject of serious research for only a short time—about twenty years. Among the findings of this
research has been an extremely high proportion of plant and animal species concentrated in a
comparatively tiny fraction of the planet. Scientists now tell us that some two-thirds of all terrestrial
species inhabit lowland humid tropical forests.” Indeed, biological hotspots, stretching over just 1.4
percent of the Earth’s surface, contain 44 percent of all species of higher plants and 35 petrcent of all
land vertebrate animals.” We also know that these hotspots are fragile ecosystems, many of which are
constantly threatened by humans. Most of them lie in developing countries, where the pressures of
poverty and rapidly expanding populations put them at especially high risk of degradation and
destruction.

Strategy. One of the first organizations to begin working to preserve species diversity“was the John
D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation. In 1982, the Foundation had established the World
Resources Institute, its first foray into environmental grantmaking. After making several grants for
conservation in 1985, the Foundation decided in 1986 to establish the World Environment and
Resources Program™ as a major arm of its operations. Biodiversity protection was chosen as the
Program’s exclusive focus for several reasons. Unlike other environmental crises, such as pollution,
ozone depletion, and global warming, the loss of biodiversity is a threat both fast-moving and
irreversible.” It is also highly concentrated in a few hot, tropical regions and warm, shallow tropical
waters.” So the Foundation would be able to focus its efforts and funds tightly,” and thereby, it was
hoped, achieve significant impact.

The Foundation chose to work in nine biodiversity hotspots: the Southern Tropical Andes, the
Northern Tropical Andes, the Insular Caribbean, the Eastern Himalayas, the Lower Mekong, Indo-
Melanesia, Madagascar, the Lower Guinean Forest, and the Albertine Rift. Its grants were organized
by four themes: conservation science, law and policy, sustainable economic development, and
environmental economics. The Foundation employed a “moving spotlight” approach, whereby it
focused on specific regions, from among the list of nine, in rotating years. So, while MacArthur
support has been continuous, Foundation staff have not needed to keep up with grant requests for
each separate area all at once. In a strategic review conducted by the Foundation in 2000, this
approach was credited with lowering the program’s administrative costs; enabling the Foundation to
give its grantees the freedom they need to have impact; and, most importantly, producing a seties of
converging effects that would not have been possible with one linear approach to each hotspot.” By
the time that review was conducted, the MacArthur Foundation had given 1,114 grants totaling over
$207 million.

Outcomes. The MacArthur Foundation led the way in establishing biodiversity protection as a major
field of activity. The range of outcomes it has produced is enormous. In Brazil, for example,
MacArthur support brought significant attention—as well as funds from USAID and the World
Bank— to the Atlantic Forest, which is threatened by the encroachment of several cities, but has
generally received far less attention than its larger, less endangered neighbor, the Amazon. In
Madagascar, the Foundation has supported the “training of local scientists and conservationists,” to
enable the country to better manage the flow of foreign capital that has resulted from increasing
global attention to Madagascat’s unique and fragile ecosystem, the most diverse in the world.
Working across national lines, the Foundation has contributed to the development of civil societies.



For instance, it has given major support to Fundacion Pro-Sierra Nevada, which has become “one of
the most effective NGOs in Latin America” working for both conservation and peace.” In the
United States, MacArthur planning and research helped establish the Florida Keys National Marine
Sanctuary.”

Impact. The MacArthur Foundation was the first organization to protect biodiversity on a global
scale. Until very recently, it was the only private fun-der to do s0.%° Along the way, MacArthur has
been very successful in attracting other donors to support various biodiversity projects. These have
included other foundations, NGOs and major international organizations. The Foundation was a
major supporter, for instance, of the U.N. Conference on Environment and Development, which
generated landmark global treaties on biodiversity and climate change. And in 2001, the Foundation,
in partnership with the World Bank, Conservation International, and the Global Environmental
Facility, established the Critical Ecosystems Partnership Fund, a $100 million commitment to protect
biodiversity.””” By taking biodiversity as its cause long before it had received major support or
recognition, the MacArthur Foundation has played a major role in building the field up to what it is
today.
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