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Abstract 

Biodiversity is declining at an unprecedented rate due to human activities, with climate and land use 

change being recognized as direct drivers. However, a lack of understanding remains regarding their 

combined impacts on future biodiversity. This thesis addresses research questions related to these 

knowledge gaps, focusing on the impacts of climate and land use change on future biodiversity from 

global to regional scales. It examines these drivers' separate and combined importance across different 

combinations of Shared Socioeconomic Pathways (SSPs) and Representative Concentration Pathways 

(RCPs) scenarios. Additionally, it assesses the effectiveness of protected area (PA) expansion 

strategies in mitigating biodiversity loss and explores how regional climate and land use change 

impact vegetation dynamics in arid and semi-arid lands (ASALs). 

To investigate these questions, this thesis employs one modeling approach at a global scale and 

another at a regional scale. At the global scale, we combine climate-driven species distribution models 

(SDMs) with land use change projections to assess the impact of climate and land use change on 

terrestrial vertebrate diversity under two differing future scenarios. Additionally, we evaluate how 

different PA expansion strategies impact biodiversity outcomes under these projected changes. Global 

analyses highlight African ASALs as particularly vulnerable to biodiversity loss, motivating a regional 

study. At a regional scale, we analyze simulations of the adaptive dynamic global vegetation model 

(aDGVM) designed explicitly for African savanna ecosystems. We investigate how climate-driven 

vegetation changes in Kenya's ASALs, which are increasingly threatened by woody encroachment. 

We further compare the findings from the aDGVM simulations to land use change projections from 

integrated assessment models (IAMs). By integrating these two modeling approaches across scales, 

this thesis provides new insights into biodiversity impact assessments under future climate and land 

use change.  

Our results indicate that climate and land use changes drive biodiversity loss equally, with climate-

induced biodiversity loss scaling with the climate scenario. While land use change exacerbates these 

losses under an "inequality" (SSP2-RCP6.0) scenario, it can alleviate them under a "sustainability" 

(SSP1-RCP2.6) scenario. Low and mid-latitude regions were found to be particularly affected, with 

sub-Saharan Africa emerging as a high-risk area where land use change is the dominant driver of 

biodiversity loss. Building on this first global analysis, we further assess the effectiveness of PA 

expansion strategies under different PA and SSP-RCP scenarios. While PA expansion to 30% (in line 

with the Global Biodiversity Framework (GBF) target of reaching 30% of PAs globally by 2030) of 

land reduces species richness loss compared to the current 17% of PAs, its effectiveness in reducing 

biodiversity loss depends on adequate management and sustainable land use policies. Notably, we find 
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that climate mitigation and sustainable land use have a stronger leverage on reducing biodiversity loss 

than PA expansion alone.  

After establishing the broader global patterns of biodiversity change and identifying high-risk regions 

for biodiversity loss, the thesis focuses on a particularly vulnerable biodiversity hotspot—sub-Saharan 

Africa—to investigate climate-driven vegetation shifts and land use change projections at a regional 

scale. Our results indicate a projected increase in woody encroachment, reducing savanna and 

grassland ecosystems, especially under a high-emission scenario. These vegetation changes have 

profound implications for biodiversity conservation, as many species depend on savanna ecosystems 

that are projected to decline. However, when comparing these climate-driven projections to land use 

change projections, we find that the projected rise in woody aboveground biomass (AGB) may be 

constrained by land use change, especially agricultural expansion under SSP2-RCP4.5. 

Overall, this thesis provides key advancement in our understanding of future biodiversity change 

under climate and land use change at global and regional scales. It provides novel insights into the 

scenario- and region-dependent importance of these drivers and additionally provides necessary 

methodological advancements in developing a modeling framework that integrates land use change 

projections into climate-driven SDM projections. From the learnings at a global scale, the thesis 

zooms into a region identified where biodiversity is most at risk. With this, the thesis offers a second 

scale and employs a second modeling approach (DGVM) to provide a more holistic perspective on 

projections of future biodiversity change. 

The findings highlight the urgent need for immediate action on both climate and land use change to 

curb biodiversity loss. While PA expansion offers some buffering capacity, following a more 

sustainable, low-emission development pathway remains the most effective strategy. Delayed action 

risks severe biodiversity loss, with cascading consequences for nature and people.  
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Chapter 1  

Introduction 

1.1 Climate and land use change as global drivers of biodiversity loss  

Biodiversity encompasses the variability among living organisms across ecosystems, including the 

diversity within and between species (IPBES, 2024). It is essential for our very existence as a support 

for water and food supplies, our health, as well as the stability of climate (IPBES, 2024; IPCC, 2022). 

Furthermore, biodiversity and provided ecosystem services are at the heart of our cultures, identities, 

and well-being (Díaz et al., 2019). Yet, biodiversity is undergoing a decline at unprecedented rates 

(Díaz et al., 2019; IPCC, 2023). In contrast to past observed global biodiversity declines, this ongoing 

crisis is directly driven by human activities through climate change, land and sea-use change, 

unsustainable exploitation, pollution, and invasive alien species (IPBES, 2024). Indirect drivers, 

including economic, demographic, cultural, and technological change (such as overconsumption and 

waste), are underlying causes of direct drivers and further exacerbate their impacts (IPBES, 2024). 

1.1.1 Land use change impacts on biodiversity 

The historically dominant driver of biodiversity loss through habitat loss, fragmentation, and 

degradation has been land use change (IPCC, 2023; Jaureguiberry et al., 2022; Sala et al., 2000) and 

will likely also remain a dominant driver in the future (Marques et al., 2019). Over 77% of terrestrial 

ecosystems have been modified by human activities, reducing wild mammal biomass by 83% and 

leading to the accelerated decline of biological diversity (Díaz et al., 2019). Habitat destruction, 

fragmentation, and degradation have occurred due to agricultural expansion, urbanization, and 

infrastructure development (Hof, 2021; Newbold et al., 2015). Additionally, land use change interacts 

synergistically with climate change, exacerbating the risk for biodiversity by reducing habitat 

connectivity and limiting species’ ability to track suitable climatic conditions, which impedes species’ 

ability to disperse and adapt to changing environmental conditions (Hof, 2021; Mantyka-pringle et al., 

2012; Opdam & Wascher, 2004). 

1.1.2 Climate change impacts on biodiversity  

Climate change has emerged as a key driver over the past century and could even become the 

dominant driver in the future (Pereira et al., 2024). Anthropogenic greenhouse gas emissions, mainly 

driven by the burning of fossil fuels and extensive alterations to terrestrial land surfaces, have resulted 

in rapid shifts in the global climate system, including rising temperatures, altered precipitation 

regimes, increased frequency of extreme weather events, and changes in ocean dynamics (IPCC, 

2023). These climatic shifts have been linked to changes in species distributions (e.g., Lenoir et al., 
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2020; Pacifici et al., 2015; Parmesan, 2006) and abundance (Bowler et al., 2017), population 

dynamics, and overall ecosystem functionality (Bellard et al., 2022; Chen et al., 2011; Parmesan, 

2006). Species response to climate change occurs in three directions: through spatial range shifts, 

mostly to higher latitudes and elevations (Chen et al., 2011; Lenoir & Svenning, 2015; Ramalho et al., 

2023); temporal adjustments (e.g., phenology) (Parmesan, 2007), and through physiological and 

genetic adaptations at the individual and population levels (Bellard et al., 2012). The latter includes 

phenotypic plasticity, allowing individuals to adjust physiologically, and genetic adaptation over 

generations or persistence through plasticity (Hof, 2021; Kissling, 2015; Methorst et al., 2017). 

However, not all species can adapt to changing environmental conditions due to limited dispersal 

abilities, physiological constraints, and altered biotic interactions, increasing extinction risk for many 

(Thomas et al., 2004; Urban, 2024). 

1.1.3 Interactions between climate and land use change  

Additionally, climate and land use change can have interacting effects that can have amplifying 

adverse effects on biodiversity (Brook et al., 2008; Hof et al., 2011; Mantyka-pringle et al., 2012). 

Climate change has direct effects on land cover and land use by altering vegetation dynamics and 

indirectly through policy responses and socioeconomic shifts aimed at mitigating or adapting to 

climate change impacts (IPCC, 2019). Additionally, extreme climate events, such as droughts, can 

exacerbate high-intensity land use practices, including shifts in cropping patterns and irrigation 

expansion (Oliver & Morecroft, 2014). Conversely, land use change also affects climate by 

influencing carbon fluxes, surface albedo, and energy balances, which can especially affect regional 

climate patterns (Davin et al., 2020; Dutta et al., 2022; Mahmood et al., 2014; Stocker et al., 2014; 

Zhao et al., 2021).  

While the individual effects of climate and land use change on biodiversity are well understood, the 

interacting effects on biodiversity between these drivers are less frequently studied (Oliver & 

Morecroft, 2014). An extensive review by Oliver & Morecroft, (2014) highlight two key challenges in 

addressing this knowledge gap: first, the difficulty in attributing biodiversity changes to either driver 

due to their often nonlinear impacts, and second, the presence of threshold effects in population 

persistence and habitat fragmentation. These thresholds mean that even small changes in either 

climate or land use can disproportionately impact biodiversity and ecosystem stability. However, large 

uncertainties remain regarding the nature and magnitude of these thresholds (Oliver & Morecroft, 

2014). 

1.1.4 Global biodiversity projections 

Given the synergistic and interacting effects of climate and land use change, projections that explicitly 

integrate both are essential for understanding future biodiversity patterns (Cabral et al., 2024; 

Newbold, 2018; Titeux et al., 2016). Studies on biodiversity projections have focused on either 
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climate or land use change impacts, often comparing scenario-based frameworks. Earlier research 

relied on the Representative Concentration Pathways (RCPs) to assess climate change impacts, while 

more recent work combines Shared Socioeconomic Pathways (SSPs) with RCPs to get the full SSP-

RCP scenario framework developed for the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change’s (IPCC) 

Sixth Assessment Report (IPCC, 2023). This framework provides five main scenarios ranging from 

SSP1-1.9 to SSP5-8.5, representing diverse potential futures with varying levels of emissions and 

socioeconomic development (Riahi et al., 2017). 

Research focusing on climate-driven biodiversity projections is mostly based on species distribution 

models (SDMs) to assess the effects of different warming levels. They found that warming scenarios 

above 2°C are projected to lead to significantly more potential loss of species than reaching a lower 

warming scenario (Smith et al., 2018; Warren et al., 2013). While earlier studies indicated a linear 

increase in biodiversity risk between 1.5°C to 4.5°C warming (Warren et al., 2018), a recent meta-

analysis by Urban, (2024) has concluded that extinctions will accelerate rapidly if global temperatures 

exceed 1.5°C. Other studies focus on projections of land use change impacts on biodiversity. They 

project a continuous decline in biodiversity, with rates of loss from 2010 to 2050 potentially 

exceeding those from 1970 to 2010 (Leclère et al., 2020). Land use change alone could imperil around 

1700 terrestrial vertebrates by 2070 (Powers & Jetz, 2019). Recent research by Cabernard et al. 

(2024) estimates that land use change has led to a cumulative global potential species loss of 1.4% 

since 1995, with nearly 80% of recent global land use change impacts associated with increased agri-

food exports from Latin America, Africa, and Southeast Asia + Pacific (excluding China). 

In recent years, an increasing number of studies have called for more integrated biodiversity impact 

research that takes into account both climate and land use changes (Cabral et al., 2024; Hof et al., 

2018). Some research has made first advances in this direction, however, results have been focused on 

specific aspects such as habitat range sizes or particular species groups, limiting broader 

generalizations (Beyer & Manica, 2020; Carlson et al., 2022). Much of the existing research, 

especially on a global scale, focuses on terrestrial vertebrates due to the availability of species range 

and habitat data from sources such as the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN). 

This data allows researchers to include a large number of species spanning diverse habitats. 

Furthermore, terrestrial vertebrates are well-studied, providing substantial information for analysis 

and comparison, and changes in vertebrate populations can also reflect broader ecosystem changes, 

which may impact other less-studied species groups (Newbold, 2018).  

In response to the alarming projections of future biodiversity loss, there has been an increased focus 

on developing and implementing conservation strategies and the need for transformative changes 

across economic, social, political, and technological factors to halt the decline in biodiversity and 

ecosystem services (IPBES, 2019). 
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1.2 Towards solutions of biodiversity conservation 

1.2.1 Global conservation efforts  

Effective conservation methods are needed to reduce the impact of human activities on biodiversity. 

Protected areas (PAs) have become the cornerstone of modern conservation (Mi et al., 2023; 

Rodrigues & Cazalis, 2020; Schulze et al., 2018; Visconti et al., 2019; Watson et al., 2014). As of 

early 2025, around 17% of terrestrial and inland waters are protected (UNEP-WCMC and IUCN, 

2025). With growing recognition of their importance, efforts through international agreements such as 

the Convention on Biological Diversity’s (CBD) signed Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity 

Framework’s (GBF) Target 3 are underway to further expand protection, aiming to cover 30% of the 

land by 2030 (CBD, 2022). Some proposed targets even go beyond that and propose halting and even 

reversing the currently declining global trends in biodiversity and conserving half of the Earth 

(Wilson, 2016). 

PAs have been shown to effectively reduce human pressure and, consequently, reduce threats to 

biodiversity, such as mitigating habitat loss (Geldmann et al., 2013; Langhammer et al., 2024; 

Wauchope et al., 2022). However, their long-term ecological effectiveness is increasingly questioned 

amidst ongoing environmental changes and a continuous decline in biodiversity (Butchart et al., 2015; 

Dobrowski et al., 2021; Pörtner et al., 2021; Pulido Chadid et al., 2024). The ecological effectiveness 

of PAs depends on various interlinked factors, such as location, spatial design, management, 

governance, connectivity, and size (Durán et al., 2020; Graham et al., 2021; Rodrigues & Cazalis, 

2020). With regards to management, a major shortfall of many PAs is inadequate funding to properly 

provide refuge for species and maintain ecosystem services (Geldmann, 2019; Geldmann et al., 2013; 

Negret et al., 2020). Consequently, many PAs are referred to as ‘paper parks’ (Dudley & Stolton, 

1999). They fall short of their definition of long-term nature conservation by reducing or even 

eliminating human threats within their boundaries (Geldmann et al., 2013; Schulze et al., 2018; 

Visconti et al., 2019). Furthermore, many PAs have been established in remote areas of low human 

pressures and low agricultural potential, which has negated their conservation impact (Pulido Chadid 

et al., 2024). Moreover, PAs have faced criticism for their establishment process, which often 

disregards the presence and rights of local communities (Sarkki et al., 2015). This approach has led to 

social issues, including the displacement of Indigenous peoples and local communities, further 

reducing their effectiveness (Geldmann, 2019; Gulte et al., 2023). 

Assessing the effectiveness of PAs mostly involves comparing biodiversity trends inside and outside 

of PAs. This approach has proven useful in evaluating conservation outcomes and establishing 

baseline biodiversity conditions (Regos et al., 2016). However, such assessments must account for 

long-term global changes, particularly climate change, which increasingly affects species distributions 

and ecosystem dynamics. Moreover, climate-driven habitat shifts can result in spatial mismatches 
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between current PA locations and future species distributions, which reduces PA effectiveness under 

changing climatic conditions (Dobrowski et al., 2021). As species shift to track suitable climates, they 

may encounter fragmented or degraded habitats outside the static PA boundaries, which increases 

their risk of extinction (Hoffmann et al., 2019). Consequently, climate refugia and ecologically 

resilient landscapes have been identified as critical components for maintaining PA effectiveness in a 

changing environment (Dobrowski et al., 2021; Elsen et al., 2020).  

Given these challenges, the ecological effectiveness of area-based conservation efforts as PA 

expansion must be assessed in the light of future environmental change driven by climate and land use 

change. An integrative approach that considers both climate and land use change can provide a 

comprehensive framework for evaluating PA expansion strategies to mitigate biodiversity loss by 

reducing land use pressures that negatively impact species habitats and accounting for projected 

changes in species distribution. Therefore, future conservation planning should incorporate 

projections of climate and land use change to optimize PA expansion and ensure long-term ecological 

effectiveness (Asamoah et al., 2021; Mi et al., 2023; Montesino Pouzols et al., 2014). 

1.2.2 Regional conservations efforts  

Importantly, the conservation challenges posed by climate and land use change and their potential 

benefits in limiting land use change to dampen biodiversity loss are not globally evenly distributed 

(Langhammer et al., 2024; Smith et al., 2022). Past research has shown that biodiversity-rich regions 

such as sub-Saharan Africa, alongside parts of South America, are likely to experience the highest 

biodiversity losses due to the intersection of pressures from climate and land use change (Hof et al., 

2011; Leclère et al., 2020; Newbold, 2018; Trisos et al., 2022; Visconti et al., 2016). Moreover, Africa 

is particularly vulnerable to climate change, with continental warming projected to exceed the global 

average (Trisos et al., 2022). This climatic change interacts non-linearly with additional threats, 

including habitat destruction, fragmentation, and rapid population growth, exacerbating biodiversity 

loss beyond what would be expected from these stressors in isolation (Sintayehu, 2018). Given this 

projected change, region-specific conservation planning is essential to ensure the resilience of 

biodiversity under future global changes (Cayton, 2023). For example, Kenya, with its unique 

characteristic of being predominately composed of arid and semi-arid lands (ASALs), faces distinct 

conservation challenges and priorities. The Kenya Vision 2030, recognizes these challenges and the 

ecological and socio-economic importance of the country’s ecosystems and wildlife (Ojwang’ et al., 

2017). Its flagship project focuses on securing wildlife corridors and dispersal areas to maintain 

landscape connectivity, mitigate habitat fragmentation, and support species survival. This objective 

has been driven by a growing sense of urgency, as Kenya’s wildlife populations have dramatically 

declined over the last few decades due to pressures from climate and land use change, combined with 

increasing population pressures and poverty. In response, wildlife corridors have emerged as a critical 
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conservation approach (Ojwang’ et al., 2017). However, region-specific knowledge of vegetation 

dynamics and biodiversity is required for adequate planning of the corridors. To the best of my 

knowledge, no study has investigated climate-driven vegetation changes in Kenya using a process-

based model. In general, regional studies assessing future biodiversity outcomes under climate and 

land use change remain underdeveloped. While numerous studies have examined climate change 

impacts on vegetation dynamics at the continental scale in Africa (e.g., Higgins & Scheiter, 2012; 

Pinheiro et al., 2022; Stevens et al., 2017), regional-scale analyses that also incorporate land use 

change are lacking. 

1.3 Modeling approaches for biodiversity projections under future change 

Quantitatively assessing the future outcomes for biodiversity in the face of global change remains a 

pressing issue (Bellard et al., 2022). Two different modeling approaches are mostly used to project the 

impacts of climate change on biodiversity: SDMs and dynamic global vegetation models (DGVMs) 

(Moncrieff et al., 2016). 

The key difference between the two approaches is that while SDMs are statistical models that 

correlate species distributions with environmental variables (Guisan et al., 2017), DGVMs are 

process-based models that simulate complex ecological processes and vegetation dynamics (Prentice 

et al., 2007).  

1.3.1 Species distribution models  

SDMs (also ecological niche models or habitat suitability models) are a widely used modeling 

framework to project changes to geographic distributions of species based on environmental variables 

(Guisan et al., 2017; Guisan & Zimmermann, 2000; Piirainen et al., 2023; Prentice et al., 2007). They 

were developed based on Hutchinson’s ecological niche theory, which Booth et al. later refined 

(1988). SDMs typically fit a statistical relationship between georeferenced species occurrence data - 

such as presence, presence-absence, or abundance data – and environmental data that can be both 

biotic and abiotic conditions (Farashi & Alizadeh-Noughani, 2023; Guisan & Thuiller, 2005). Among 

these, bioclimatic variables are the most widely used predictors (Merkenschlager et al., 2023). This 

statistical relationship is used to project habitat suitability and potential species distributions across 

various spatial and temporal scales (Araújo et al., 2019; Guisan et al., 2017; Guisan & Zimmermann, 

2000).  

SDMs play a major role in quantitative ecology studies but also in climate impact research due to their 

ability to integrate future global climate model (GCM) projections and ecological information, 

making them the leading approach for projecting future species distributions under changing climate 

conditions (Araújo et al., 2019; Zurell, Franklin, et al., 2020). Moreover, they can inform conservation 

planning and guide species translocations (Piirainen et al., 2023; Rondinini et al., 2011). The 
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application of SDMs has rapidly expanded in terrestrial ecosystems in past decades (Araújo et al., 

2019).  

From a methodological perspective, SDMs encompass a variety of statistical and machine-learning 

approaches, including generalized linear models (GLM), generalized additive models (GAM), 

generalized boosted regression models (GBM), maximum entropy models (MaxEnt), Bayesian 

models, neural networks, and classification methods (Elith et al., 2011; Elith & Leathwick, 2009; 

Guisan & Zimmermann, 2000). 

Despite their widespread application, SDMs face challenges, including biases and lack of accuracy in 

species occurrence data, model uncertainty, and extrapolation limitations (Farashi & Alizadeh-

Noughani, 2023). A fundamental limitation of SDMs is their reliance on purely statistical correlations 

without accounting for process-based mechanisms (Carneiro et al., 2016). While SDMs can 

effectively capture current distribution patterns, their inability to incorporate underlying biological 

processes restricts their capacity to project responses to novel environmental conditions or account for 

species interactions and adaptive potential (Zurell et al., 2020). This limitation is particularly evident 

when projecting future distributions under climate change scenarios, where species may encounter 

conditions outside their current environmental envelope (Wilson et al., 2016). To address these 

limitations, mechanistic SDMs are being developed to incorporate known physiological processes and 

biophysical principles. However, mechanistic SDMs require extensive physiological and trait data, 

which are unavailable for many species, limiting their widespread application (Kearney & Porter, 

2009). 

Another major limitation of traditional SDMs is their failure to explicitly incorporate land use change. 

Some studies have made first steps to address this gap by combining SDMs with statistically derived 

land use impacts (Newbold, 2018; Newbold et al., 2020; Pereira et al., 2024) while others have begun 

incorporating land use change projections (Beyer & Manica, 2020). Recent work by Carlson et al. 

(2022) has demonstrated the feasibility of integrating land use projections based on integrated 

assessment models (IAMs) with SDMs, but their study focused on zoonotic disease risk and was 

limited to a specific application of assessing cross-species viral transmission risk rather than explicitly 

quantifying global biodiversity outcomes. Thus, while research has advanced toward integrating land 

use change with climate-driven SDMs, a consistent framework is still lacking. This inconsistency in 

methodology and scenario analysis makes it difficult to directly compare studies that incorporate both 

drivers (Newbold, 2018). 

Beyond these integration challenges, SDMs also suffer from the lack of standardization of the 

algorithms and validation protocols, which further complicates model comparison and interpretation. 

A multi-model ensemble approach has been proposed to account for uncertainty by comparing results 

from multiple algorithms recommended, as each algorithm has its strengths and weaknesses and can 
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affect predictions differently (Araújo et al., 2019). Additionally, model precision should be evaluated 

using multiple validation metrics such as AUC-ROC curves and goodness-of-fit measures (Salamma 

& Boyina, 2014). Also, the difficulty of including rare and endemic species in SDMs presents a major 

challenge (Qazi et al., 2022). Beyond species-level projections, SDMs have also been used to model 

biome distributions (e.g., Conradi et al., 2020).  

1.3.2 Dynamic global vegetation models  

DGVMs are process-based ecosystem models that simulate vegetation dynamics, biogeophysical, 

and biogeochemical processes in response to climate, atmospheric CO2, and other environmental 

variables and disturbances (e.g., fire; Prentice et al., 2007). They explicitly represent fundamental 

ecological processes such as establishment, tree growth, competition, death, and nutrient cycling 

(Prentice et al., 2007). Vegetation can be further differentiated by age and size classes per grid cell. 

Most models use plant functional type (PFT)-specific state variables, which dynamically evolve 

throughout the simulations (Prentice et al., 2007). PFTs group similar species together into a 

functional type (Fisher et al., 2018). Additionally, DGVMs dynamically adjust factors influencing 

resource acquisition, such as light, water, and nutrient availability. These adjustments include changes 

in leaf area index, root density, and population density, which reflect environmental conditions and 

competitive interactions (Prentice et al., 2007). The dynamic adaptation makes DGVMs essential 

tools for understanding the feedback between terrestrial ecosystems and the climate system through 

the carbon cycle (Zaehle & Friend, 2010).  

DGVMs can be classified into different types of models; gap models, cohort-based models, and 

individual-based models. Gap models, represent forest dynamics through the concept of forest patch 

models and focus on fine-scale ecological processes; their global applicability is limited (Sitch et al., 

2003). Alternatively, cohort-based models simulate plants grouped into PFTs to optimize 

computational efficiency compared to the individual-based models. However, this simplification has 

been criticized, leading to two major developments in vegetation modeling (Scheiter & Higgins, 

2009). First, individual-based models represent vegetation at the individual plant level, allowing for 

finer-scale dynamics, for example, competition for light and resources (Smith et al., 2001). Second, 

second-generation DGVMs allow plant traits to vary dynamically in response to environmental 

conditions (Fisher et al., 2010). Examples include aDGVM (Scheiter & Higgins, 2009) and LPJmL-

FIT (Sakschewski et al., 2015), which move away from fixed PFTs and instead use a trait-based 

approach, where plant traits emerge from ecological processes rather than being predefined (Scheiter 

et al., 2013). Beyond these advances, biomes remain widely used to map vegetation formations on 

large spatial scales and to study their distributional shifts under past, present, and future climate 

conditions (e.g., Conradi et al., 2020; Fischer et al., 2022; Martens et al., 2021; Scheiter et al., 2024). 
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The advancements in DGVMs, particularly the shift toward trait-based approaches, improve the 

ability to simulate vegetation responses to environmental change with greater ecological realism. To 

achieve this, DGVMs incorporate a series of nested time loops, allowing them to capture ecological 

processes operating on different timescales (Schulze et al., 2018). Fast processes, such as energy and 

gas exchange between the canopy, soil, and atmosphere, occur on a diurnal timescale. Daily and 

seasonal processes, including plant phenology, growth, and decomposition, are typically simulated on 

a monthly basis. Vegetation dynamics, such as recruitment and mortality, act on annual or longer 

timescales (Zaehle & Friend, 2010). 

Given the complexity of these models, evaluation is conducted across spatial scales from individual 

sites to global ecosystems and over temporal scales from hours to decades. Observations for model 

validation come from multiple sources, including ground-based measurements (e.g., eddy covariance 

gas exchange, biomass inventories), satellite remote sensing, and atmospheric greenhouse gas 

monitoring (Prentice et al., 2007).  

DGVMs are powerful tools for studying past, present, and future vegetation dynamics and have 

advanced our understanding of the global distribution of major vegetation types, and ecosystem 

functioning, which is linked to ecosystem services such as biomass production, biodiversity habitat, 

and water availability, and land-climate feedback (Prentice et al., 2007). Despite different types of 

DGVMs and advances in the diversity in DGVM structure and in how vegetation is represented (PFT-

based vs. individual-based), the complexity of physiological and ecological processes included, and 

the spatial and temporal resolution at which they operate leads to vast differences in model predictions 

(Fisher et al., 2010; Fisher et al., 2018). Additionally, the integration of disturbance regimes, such as 

fire dynamics and nutrient cycling (e.g., nitrogen and phosphorus availability), has further contributed 

to divergent projections of CO2 fertilization effects under different levels of elevated atmospheric CO2 

(Higgins & Scheiter, 2012; Martens et al., 2021).  

1.4 Aims and outline of the thesis 

In the preceding sections, the key knowledge gaps were identified in understanding the impacts of 

climate and land use change on biodiversity. Specifically, research integrating these two major drivers 

into biodiversity projections remains limited, particularly in terms of distinguishing their separate and 

combined effects. Furthermore, despite the well-recognized importance of PAs for biodiversity 

conservation, there is a lack of assessments about the ecological effectiveness of PA expansion under 

climate and land use change. Finally, we have established that future biodiversity assessments at the 

regional scale remain underdeveloped, particularly in ASALs, where climate-driven vegetation shifts 

combined with other pressures, including land use change, may lead to substantial ecosystem 

transformations with cascading effects on biodiversity.  
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This PhD thesis aims to address the two most commonly used models to estimate biodiversity change 

due to climate and land use change. First, we aim to build upon existing SDM simulations by 

integrating land use change to assess their separate and combined impact on global biodiversity, 

focusing on terrestrial vertebrates following previous studies conducted for the Inter-Sectoral Impact 

Model Intercomparison Project (ISIMIP). Furthermore, we incorporate different scenarios of PA 

expansion into this framework, where unsustainable land use change is prohibited within PAs, while 

outside PA boundaries, land use changes follow projections based on the respective socioeconomic 

pathway and according to the specific PA expansion scenario. Additionally, we aim to address the lack 

of regional biodiversity assessment studies, especially in a region predominated by ASALs. For this 

purpose, we aim to make use of DGVM simulations instead and compare them to land use change 

projections. Understanding these vegetation shifts is crucial, as they directly shape ecosystem 

structures and species distributions, providing the foundation and first steps for integrating land use 

change and climate projections into biodiversity impact assessments. With this more holistic 

perspective, the main objective is to contribute to improving biodiversity impact assessments and 

make necessary methodological advancements.  

The overarching research questions guiding this thesis are:  

• How do climate change and land use change impact future biodiversity and vegetation at 

global to regional scales under different scenarios? 

• What is the relative importance of climate change versus land use change in driving future 

biodiversity impacts, and how does this vary across different socioeconomic (SSP-RCP) 

scenarios? 

• How effective are different protected area expansion scenarios in mitigating future 

biodiversity loss from climate and land use change? 

• How do regional climate and land use changes impact vegetation in arid and semi-arid 

lands?  

To address these questions, this thesis is structured in three main chapters (Chapters 2 to 4), followed 

by a conclusion chapter (Chapter 5).  

• Chapter 2 develops an integrated framework that quantifies the separate and combined 

impacts of climate and land use change on terrestrial vertebrate diversity at a global scale. By 

applying a land use filtering approach to climate-driven SDMs, this chapter disentangles the 

relative contributions of each driver and assesses their variation across different SSP-RCP 

scenarios and regions. With this, we provide a framework that can be applied to different taxa, 

scenarios, and spatial scales, and allows for greater comparability across studies focusing on 

biodiversity outcomes based on the drivers of climate and land use change.  
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• Chapter 3 extends the framework developed in Chapter 2 by incorporating PAs into 

biodiversity projections of combined climate and land use change to evaluate the ecological 

effectiveness considering different SSP-RCP scenarios as well as different spatially explicit 

PA expansion scenarios. By preventing unsustainable land use change within PAs while 

allowing for changes outside, this chapter provides a quantitative assessment of how different 

PA expansion strategies affect biodiversity projections. 

• Chapter 4 puts the results of the previous chapters into a regional context where climate and 

land use changes are expected to have strong negative impacts on biodiversity. This chapter 

investigates climate-driven vegetation changes in Kenya using simulations from a second-

generation DGVM, the adaptive DGVM (aDGVM). This chapter examines how climate-

induced biome shifts and woody encroachment alter ecosystems that serve as habitats for 

biodiversity. Additionally, it incorporates an ad hoc comparison of land use change 

projections to assess the combined effects of climate and land use on future vegetation.  

• Lastly, Chapter 5 concludes the thesis by summarizing the key findings and providing an 

overall conclusion and remarks regarding potential future research. 
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Abstract 

Aim: Terrestrial biodiversity is impacted by both climate and land use change. Yet, future biodiversity 

projections have rarely considered these two drivers in combination. In this study, we aim to assess 

the individual and combined impact of future climate and land use change on global terrestrial 

vertebrate diversity under a “sustainability” (SSP1-RCP2.6) and an “inequality” (SSP4-RCP6.0) 

scenario. 

Location: Global land, excluding Antarctica. 

Time period: 1995, 2080 

Major taxa studied: Amphibians, birds, and mammals.  

Methods: We combined global climate-driven species distribution model (SDM) projections of 13903 

vertebrates (amphibians, birds and mammals) with future and present land use projections from the 

Land Use Harmonization 2 (LUH2) project. We refined the SDM outputs by the habitat requirements 

of each species using a land use filtering approach. We then analyzed future species richness changes 

globally, per region and per land use category and also looked at taxon-specific effects. 

Results: Under both scenarios, decreases in future species richness dominate at low and mid-latitudes 

with climate and land use change playing an equally important role. Land use change can be either an 

alleviating (SSP1-RCP2.6) or an exacerbating (SSP4-RCP6.0) factor of climate-induced biodiversity 

loss. Sub-Saharan Africa is projected to become a high-risk area for future land use-driven 

biodiversity loss under the “inequality” scenario. Under SSP1-RCP2.6, forested and non-forested land 

areas increase, while SSP4-RCP6.0 leads to higher rates of deforestation and pasture expansion. 

Mammals experience the largest climate-driven losses, affecting 56.4% of land area under SSP4-

RCP6.0, while amphibians are particularly vulnerable to land use-driven losses, especially under 

SSP4-RCP6.0. 

Main conclusions: Generally, our results suggest that both climate and land use pressures on 

biodiversity will be highest in lower latitudes which harbor the highest levels of biodiversity. 
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2.1 Introduction 

Biodiversity loss, land degradation, and climate change are some of the key environmental challenges 

faced by humanity (IPBES, 2019; Rosenzweig et al., 2008). The current biodiversity crisis has been 

referred to as the “sixth mass extinction” in Earth’s history (Bellard et al., 2012). An increasing 

amount of land has been converted from its natural state to agricultural land, affecting nearly a third 

(32%) of the global land area over the past six decades, a rate around four times greater than 

previously estimated from long-term land change assessments (Winkler et al., 2021). 

This widespread conversion has led to fragmentation, degradation, and the destruction of species 

habitat (IPBES, 2019). While past biodiversity loss has mainly been driven by changes in habitat due 

to land use and land cover changes (Sala et al., 2000; Warren et al., 2018), climate change emerges as 

an additional risk for biodiversity at the global scale (IPBES, 2019; Pecl et al., 2017). Without 

stringent climate change mitigation, climate change can lead to potentially large contractions in 

species’ ranges as they may no longer be able to adapt to the environmental conditions in a given 

region (Bellard et al., 2012; Jenkins et al., 2021; Warren et al., 2013). Moreover, climate and land use 

change can have interacting effects on species and ecosystems (Brook et al., 2008; Hof et al., 2011; 

Mantyka-pringle et al., 2012). For instance, land use change can limit species’ abilities to respond to 

climate change through dispersal (Hof, 2021; Jenkins et al., 2021; Opdam & Wascher, 2004).  

To comprehensively understand the intertwined impacts of climate and land use change and their 

relative importance, it is essential to consider both factors in future biodiversity projections. However, 

most global research focused solely on the impacts of climate (Biber et al., 2023; Warren et al., 2018) 

or land use change (Leclère et al., 2020; Newbold et al., 2015; Powers & Jetz, 2019), even though 

land use change will occur alongside a changing climate (Jenkins et al., 2021; Methorst et al., 2017), 

with potentially different outcomes. To date, few studies have made first steps to overcome these 

deficiencies, for example, by combining species distribution models (SDMs) with land use impacts 

from a statistical model (Newbold, 2018; Newbold et al., 2020; Pereira et al., 2024). Other global 

studies consider both drivers but do not assess their separate and combined effects (Beyer & Manica, 

2020). Recent work by Hof et al., (2018), evaluated the potential future impacts of climate and land 

use changes on global species richness of terrestrial vertebrates under a low and high-emission 

scenario, with large-scale deployment of Bioenergy with Carbon Capture and Storage (BECCS) for 

climate mitigation (Hof et al., 2018). However, their analysis did not explicitly account for the habitat 

requirements of individual species, but rather only considered a spatial overlap of projected species 

distributions with future land use.  

In this study, we quantify the intertwined impact of climate and land use change on biodiversity by 

combining climate-driven SDM projections with future land use projections from integrated 

assessment models (IAMs). To capture a wide range of possible futures, we consider two contrasted 



36 

 

 

combinations of Shared Socioeconomic Pathways (SSPs) and Representative Concentration Pathways 

(RCPs). We assess changes on a global scale as well as regionally and across specific taxa.  

2.2 Methods  

2.2.1 Species distribution modeling 

Future projections with SDMs for 15496 terrestrial vertebrate species (2964 amphibians, 8493 birds 

and 4039 mammals) were obtained from Hof et al. (2018). These projections were based on two types 

of SDMs, generalized additive models (GAM) and generalized boosted regression models (GBM). 

GAM is an additive model, whereas GBM is a classification and regression tree-based modeling 

approach. These two approaches were selected because they perform comparatively well to other 

modeling approaches (Araújo et al., 2005; Elith et al., 2010; Hof et al., 2018; Meynard & Quinn, 

2007). The SDMs were calibrated using expert range maps from International Union for Conservation 

of Nature (IUCN) for amphibians and mammals and from Birdlife International and Nature Serve for 

birds (IUCN, 2023; Lenoir & Svenning, 2015) and present-day (centered around 1995) global climate 

information from EWEMBI (Lange, 2016). The SDMs were projected into the future (2080) using 

climate data from the Inter-Sectoral Impact Model Intercomparison Project (ISIMIP) phase 2b (Frieler 

et al., 2017) based on four global climate models (GCMs; MIROC5, GFDL-ESM2M, HadGEM2-ES, 

and IPSL-CM5A-LR) from the Coupled Model Intercomparison Project Phase 5 (CMIP5) under a low 

(RCP2.6) and high warming scenario (RCP6.0). Note that the CMIP5-based climate scenarios do not 

explicitly consider a SSP, but for simplicity we refer to both the climate change and the land use 

change scenarios as “SSP1-RCP2.6” and “SSP4-RCP6.0” since they combine climate information 

from the RCPs and land use information from the SSPs (see next section). The results analyzed in this 

study were based on a 30-year mean centered around the year 2080. The same analysis was done for 

the year 2050, with the results provided in the supplementary material (Fig. S2.1). We included 

projections for 2050 to account for the increasing uncertainty in species range projections as the time 

horizon extends further into the future (Baker et al., 2015). The SDM output was given as 

probabilities of occurrence per individual species.  

2.2.2 Land use filtering 

To account for the impact of future land use change on biodiversity, we use historical and future data 

from the Land Use Harmonization 2 (LUH2) dataset (Hurtt et al., 2020). This data comes at a 0.25° 

resolution and was first aggregated to 0.5° resolution to match the spatial resolution of the SDM 

simulations and the resulting probability of occurrence per species. All LUH2 data before 2015 is 

based on historical reconstructions and remote sensing (Hurtt et al., 2020). After 2015, data are based 

on projections from IAMs under different SSPs and RCPs. SSP1-RCP2.6 is based on the IAM 

IMAGE 3.0 (Stehfest et al., 2014) and SSP4-RCP6.0 is based on the Global Change Assessment 
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Model (GCAM; Wise et al., 2014). SSP1 projects a future under a sustainable development paradigm. 

It emphasizes high economic growth with environmentally friendly technologies and population 

growth that decreases in the second half of the 21st century (van Vuuren et al., 2017). SSP4 describes 

a world with large inequalities in economic opportunity and political power both across and within 

countries. High-income countries strongly regulate land use change, but in contrast, in poor countries, 

tropical deforestation continues (Popp et al., 2017). Both scenarios are not directly linked to climate 

projections, however, assumptions about the climate mitigation policies consistent with the respective 

RCP are added to the SSP baseline scenarios (Hurtt et al., 2020). LUH2 entails 12 land use categories, 

namely, forested primary land, non-forested primary land, potentially forested secondary land, 

potentially non-forested secondary land, managed pasture, rangeland, urban land, and five types of 

croplands. Habitat preferences for each species were derived from the IUCN Habitat Classification 

Scheme (v.3.1). To match the 104 IUCN habitat classes with the 12 LUH2 land use categories, they 

were converted using the lookup table from Carlson et al. (2022; Fig. 2.1). The 12 LUH2 land use 

categories were then further grouped into 5 generalized land cover classes (forested land, non-forested 

land, pasture, cropland, and urban) according to Powers & Jetz (2019). We combined forested primary 

land and potentially forested secondary land into forested land, all non-forested primary land and 

potentially non-forested secondary land into non-forested land, managed pasture, and rangeland into 

pasture, and the five crop types into cropland. The final 12 land use categories were then linked to 

each species separately to account for their individual habitat classification. For 260 amphibians, 1233 

birds, and 100 mammals we were not able to apply the land use filtering because there was no 

available information on their habitat preferences or because the land use filtering resulted in an 

empty array (this was the case for 16 (of the 260) amphibians, 2 (of the 1233) birds, and 84 (of the 

100) mammals). This occurred where all grid cells had a land use fraction of zero in areas with non-

zero probability of occurrence. As a result, these species were removed from the analysis resulting in 

13903 species (2704 amphibians, 7260 birds, 3939 mammals) included in our analysis. If for a given 

species the habitat was labeled as “suitable” according to the IUCN habitat classification, the 

probability of occurrence projected by the SDM is multiplied by the grid cell fraction occupied by this 

habitat (Fig. 2.1). Since a given species can have multiple suitable habitats, the probability of 

occurrence was weighted by the grid cell fraction occupied by the sum of all suitable habitats (Fig. 

2.1). This land use filtering step was done for both time periods 1995 and 2080. As the land use type 

“urban” is not considered a suitable habitat for any species according to the IUCN habitat 

classifications, it is not further included in the land use filtering and thus not affecting the probabilities 

of occurrence. 
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Fig. 2.1 Schematic overview of the different methodological steps of the land use filtering approach. The process is 

illustrated over 4 grid cells for a single hypothetical species having forested and non-forested land as habitat preference. 1) 

We use SDM output from Hof et al., (2018) as probabilities of occurrences. 2) Using the LUH2 dataset (Hurtt et al., 2020), 

we classify land into five main categories: forested land, non-forested land, pasture, cropland, and urban areas. Each 

species’ habitat preference is determined according to the IUCN Habitat Classification Scheme (IUCN, 2023) and matched 

to the LUH2 land use categories following the conversion table from Carlson et al. (2022). 3) We apply the land use filter by 

weighting the SDM-derived probabilities of occurrence by the fraction of grid cell occupied by suitable land use categories 

for each species. 4) These weighted probabilities are then summed to obtain the total land use-filtered probabilities of 

occurrences.  

2.2.3 Land use only calculation 

For the analysis of climate-only versus land use-only change, we employed a stepwise approach. 

Initially, our intention was to calculate the combined effects of climate and land use change and 

subtract the climate change impact to isolate land use change. However, this method can produce 

misleading results when the land use fraction of a grid cell is zero, as the resulting change may 

incorrectly be attributed to land use change, when it is in fact driven solely by climate change (see 

Fig. S2.2A). To address this, we filtered both the 1995 and 2080 probabilities of occurrence from the 

SDMs using the 1995 land use data from the LUH2 dataset as a baseline (Fig. S2.2B). This allowed us 

to hold land use constant and isolate the effects of climate change. Climate change impact was then 

calculated as the difference between future and present conditions, keeping land use constant. 

Therefore, when referring to “climate change” in this analysis, the calculation was always based on 

the 1995 baseline. The land use change impact was computed by subtracting the climate change-only 
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scenario from the combined climate and land use change projections for the future. This ensured that 

the land use change attribution stemmed solely from the land use change simulations. 

2.2.4 Sensitivity analyses  

We conducted two sensitivity analyses to test how certain methodological assumptions affect the 

results. First, because previous studies have shown that different dispersal assumptions represent a 

major uncertainty in SDM projections, we considered here two dispersal assumptions in order to test 

the robustness of our results, following the methods of Hof et al. (2018). The main results presented 

here were based on the assumption of limited dispersal in which a buffer of d/4 is applied to each 

range polygon, where d is the diameter of the largest range polygon of a species. In addition, we also 

presented in the Supplementary Materials a sensitivity analysis with a “No dispersal” assumption 

corresponding to a situation where species are not allowed to migrate beyond their current range (Fig. 

S2.3). More methodological details on the SDM approach used, including input data, pre-processing, 

model validation, bioclimatic variable and pseudo-absence selection, as well as spatial autocorrelation 

are provided by Hof et al., (2018). Secondly, we have tested the sensitivity of the results towards our 

habitat suitability assumptions. We have applied the land use filter on species with habitat suitability 

marked as “suitable” according to the IUCN Habitat Classifications Scheme, which is defined as “the 

species occurs in the habitat regularly or frequently” (IUCN, 2023). For the sensitivity analysis, we 

have also included species with habitat suitability marked as “marginal” (i.e., “the species occurs in 

the habitat only irregularly or infrequently” or “only a small proportion of individuals are found in the 

habitat” (IUCN, 2023).  

2.2.5 Species richness aggregation 

For our study, we worked with a large matrix of 13903 species over three taxa, two scenarios (SSP1-

RCP2.6 and SSP4-RCP6.0), four GCMs (MIROC5, GFDL-ESM2M, HadGEM2-ES, and IPSL-

CM5A-LR), and two SDMs (GAM and GBM). We estimated the global species richness for historical 

(1995) and future time (2080) slices for each combination of taxa, SDM, GCM and climate scenario. 

The probability of occurrence data per species were first summed across taxa for each scenario, GCM 

and SDM. The change in species richness was calculated as the summed probabilities of occurrence 

over all species for 2080 relative to 1995. We presented the relative difference in species richness, 

computed as the difference between future (2080) and present (1995) species richness standardized by 

the present baseline and the absolute difference in species richness for the supplementary materials. 

We applied a minimum threshold of 1e-6 on the stacked probabilities of occurrences to exclude near-

zero values to avoid division by zero for the relative difference calculations. Non-zero changes were 

further constrained to within ±100% to avoid statistical anomalies. To compute regional means, we 

used region definitions based on the Intergovernmental Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem 

Services (IPBES) assessments (IPBES, 2019). From the 17 IPBES subregions, we derived 10 regions 
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that were used for the analysis (Table S2.1). The proportion of global land area affected by species 

richness gain and loss was calculated by summing the area of individual grid cells affected by gain or 

loss and normalizing the result by the total land area (excluding Antarctica).  

2.3 Results 

2.3.1 Land use change trajectories and their impact on species habitats 

The sustainability scenario (SSP1-RCP2.6, Fig. 2.2A) assumes strong environmental regulations that 

reduce tropical deforestation (Hurtt et al., 2020). Forested and non-forested land (e.g., grassland) is 

projected to increase by 0.5 million square kilometres (Mkm2) and 2 Mkm2 from 1995 to 2080, 

mainly at the expense of pasture (-5.4 Mkm2; Fig. 2.2). The decrease in pasture reflects the decreasing 

consumption of animal products. Cropland is projected to increase by 2.3 Mkm2 particularly in low- 

and medium-income regions. In contrast, land use is only regulated in high-income countries under 

the inequality scenario (SSP4-RCP6.0, Fig. 2.2B), resulting in higher deforestation rates in tropical 

regions. Forested land is projected to decrease by -1.8 Mkm2 in 2080 relative to 1995 and non-

forested land is projected to decrease by -4.8 Mkm2. Cropland and pasture both increase by 3.3 Mkm2 

and 2.6 Mkm2 respectively, as this scenario includes increased bioenergy use and considers that 

animal calorie shares converge to a stable level towards the end of the century (Hurtt et al., 2020).  

The two contrasting land use trajectories directly affect species distribution since habitat preferences 

differ per species (Table 2.1). For instance, 78.5% of all species included in this study have forested 

land as a suitable habitat (i.e., suitable according to the IUCN Habitats Classification Scheme; see 

Materials and Methods) and will therefore be affected by the decrease in forested land in SSP4-

RCP6.0. Conversely, 11.1% of species have pasture as a suitable habitat and thus will be directly 

affected by the decrease in pasture under SSP1-RCP2.6. Moreover, 56.1% of the species require non-

forested land and 13.8% cropland as suitable habitats (Table 2.1). It is important to note that 59.3% of 

all included species occur in multiple habitats (Table 2.1), thus species having forest as a suitable 

habitat are not necessarily forest specialists and can also occur in other habitats. 
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Fig. 2.2 Future land use scenarios. Land use change in (A) the “sustainability” (SSP1-RCP2.6) from IMAGE 

(24; see Material and Methods) scenario and (B) the “inequality” (SSP4-RCP6.0) scenario from GCAM (25; 

see Material and Methods), in reference to the year 1995 based on the LUH2 dataset (22) as well as (C) the 

land area per land use category for 1995, (D) for 2080 under SSP1-RCP2-6) and (E) for 2080 under SSP4-

RCP6.0).  

Table 2.1. Number of species per taxa and habitat. Species were included if their habitat was categorized as 

‘suitable’ according to the IUCN Habitats Classification Scheme. Species can occur in multiple habitats and 

may thus be listed in multiple categories. Numbers in brackets indicate the relative proportion in reference to 

the total number of species per taxa.  

 

 Total # of 

species 

Forested 

land 

Non-

forested 

land 

Pasture Cropland Single 

habitat 

Multiple 

habitats 

Amphibians 2704 

(19.5%) 

2235 

(82.7%) 

2211 

(81.8%) 

642 

(23.7%) 

615 

(22.7%) 

660 

(24.4%) 

2044 

(75.6%) 

Birds 7260 

(52.2%) 

5770 

(79.5%) 

4644 

(64.0%) 

2096 

(28.9%) 

1987 

(27.4%) 

2622 

(36.1%) 

4638 

(63.9%) 

Mammals 3939 

(28.3%) 

2907 

(73.8%) 

2210 

(56.1%) 

436 

(11.1%) 

542 

(13.8%) 

2372 

(60.2%) 

1567 

(39.8%) 

Total  13903 10912 

(78.5%) 

9065 

(65.2%) 

3174 

(22.8%) 

3144 

(22.6%) 

5654 

(40.7%) 

8249 

(59.3%) 
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2.3.2 Combined species richness changes under climate and land use 

For both, the sustainability, and the inequality scenario, we then assessed the global implications of 

climate and land use changes on species richness separately and in combination. Climate-driven 

species richness increases at higher latitudes for both scenarios and widely decreases at mid- to lower 

latitudes (Fig. 2.3A & C). Both scenarios show a similar spatial pattern, which is amplified in the 

inequality scenario. Accounting for future land use change leads to more spatial variability of future 

species richness (Fig. 2.3B & D). Overall land use change has a positive impact under SSP1-RCP2.6, 

while it mostly exacerbates species losses under SSP4-RCP6.0 (Fig. S2.4). Global patterns in the 

climate-driven impact and the combined impact under SSP1-RCP2.6 widely vary worldwide. Sub-

Saharan Africa shows the most pronounced negative difference in species richness change between 

SSP1-RCP2.6 and SSP4-RCP6.0. Especially under SSP4-RCP6.0, species richness mainly increases 

in the higher latitudes and decreases in the mid- to lower latitudes, also when land use change impact 

is included (Fig. 2.3D).  

 

Fig. 2.3 Relative climate and land use impacts on future species richness. Projected relative species richness 

change for the year 2080 compared to 1995 under climate change only with the 1995 land use as a baseline for 

the present and future (A and C) and combined climate and land use change with present and future land use 

data respectively (B and D). Results are shown for SSP1-RCP2.6 (climate, A and land use, B) and SSP4-RCP6.0 

(climate, C and land use, D). Species richness is calculated as the summed probabilities of occurrence over all 

species of the taxa amphibians, birds, and mammals. The mean over all GCM and SDM combinations is shown 

here. A minimum threshold of 1e-6 is introduced on the stacked probabilities of occurrences to exclude near-

zero values and thus, avoid division by zero for the relative difference calculations. The results for the year 

2050 compared to 1995 can be found in the Supplementary Material (Fig. S2.1) as well as the results for 2080 

compared to 1995 for individual taxa (Fig. S2.5-S2.7). 

2.3.3 Species richness changes per region and land use category  

Assessing the relative changes in species richness in 2080 compared to 1995 over various world 

regions (Fig. 2.4; Fig. S2.8), showed that climate change alone leads to species richness losses in all 

world regions except for boreal regions (Eastern Europe and North America) and relative changes are 
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also amplified under the inequality scenario. Climate-driven species richness loss is highest in South 

America with an overall relative decrease of -7.2% and -9.1% in SSP1-RCP2.6 and SSP4-RCP6.0 

respectively. When combined with land use change, the losses are generally dampened, and gains are 

amplified in most regions in the sustainability scenario. In the inequality scenario, however, losses are 

aggravated and the differences between the two scenarios are exacerbated. In SSP1-RCP2.6, the 

inclusion of land use change leads to a relative increase in species richness from -1.2% to 2.2% in 

West, Central, East and South Africa and higher species richness in most regions except North Africa 

and Western Asia and South America. The contrary is the case for SSP4-RCP6.0, where the inclusion 

of land use change leads to a further decrease in species richness in all regions except Central and 

Western Europe, Eastern Europe, and North America (Fig. 2.4; Fig. 2.3). This is most pronounced in 

West, Central, East and South Africa, regardless of the land use category. Overall, the results vary 

substantially between the different regions and the underlying land use scenarios driven by the 

respective IAM. 

To understand how the different land use narratives translate into biodiversity outcomes, we examine 

projected changes per land use category. For the three land use categories forested land, non-forested 

land, and cropland, most of the projected species richness loss is due to land use change for the 

inequality scenario. For forested land, -29.4% loss is due to land use change in this West, Central, East 

& South Africa, and only -0.7% loss due to climate change impact, with a standard deviation of 3.4% 

over all GCMs and SDMs. Similarly, non-forested land projections result in a -27.5% decline in 

projected species richness loss due to land use change and -3% +/- 2.1% SD from climate change in 

the same region and for the same scenario (Fig. 2.4). Both forested land and non-forested land are 

projected to decrease substantially over West, Central, East and South Africa under the SSP4-RCP6.0 

scenario (Fig. S2.9). For SSP1-RCP2.6, the species richness in this region increases mostly due to 

increases in forested land, non-forested land, and cropland, while only pasture substantially decreases 

in this region (Fig. S2.9). This is directly reflected in the relative loss of species richness of -1.4% +/- 

1.3% SD from climate change and -2% from land use change for pasture in West, Central, East and 

South Africa. While climate change and land use change generally have reinforcing negative or 

positive impacts, their impacts can also diverge, even compensating for each other (e.g., Oceania for 

forested land SSP1-RCP2.6 and SSP4-RCP6.0; Fig. 2.4).  

Eastern Europe and North America show the most notable relative gains in projected species richness 

over all land use categories and scenarios (Fig. 2.4). The majority of gain is climate-driven with the 

most pronounced species richness increase for the land use category pasture, where under SSP4-

RCP6.0 22.6% +/- 3.8% SD of the gain is due to climate change and 1.1% due to land use change (Fig. 

2.4). This increase in the higher latitudes, however, is sensitive to the underlying dispersal assumption. 

Additional projections with a no-dispersal assumption, where the future ranges correspond to the 

present ranges of the species, indicate less gain in the higher latitudes and more loss of species richness 
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in the mid-latitudes (Fig. S2.3). When also including species with habitat suitability marked as 

“marginal” as part of the sensitivity analysis, the geographical patterns are consistent and there are 

only minor differences in the relative species richness change (Fig. S2.10).  

 

 

Fig. 2.4 Relative change in species richness from 1995 to 2080 per habitat separately and in total and region. 

The climate and land use change impact for the two scenarios SSP1-RCP2.6 and SSP4-RCP6.0 per habitat 

forested land, non-forested land, cropland, pasture, and the total over all habitats. The total is based on the 
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relative species richness change from above (Fig. 2.3). The weighted mean calculation was first done for each 

combination of GCM and SDM before it was aggregated per regions. The land use change-only impact is 

calculated as the residual between the overall impact and the climate-only impact. The error bars indicate the 

standard deviation over all GCMs and SDMs. The world regions are based on merged Intergovernmental 

Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES) regions (Table S2.1) and results are 

spatially aggregated using a latitude-weighted mean.  

2.3.4 Land area affected by species richness change 

To put biodiversity impacts into perspective, we calculate the proportion of global land area affected 

by species richness gains and losses. In both scenarios and across all taxa, losses dominate under 

climate change only, and land area with losses being more widespread under the inequality scenario 

(Fig. 2.5). For example, 54.2% of land area loses species richness for mammals due to climate change 

in SS1-RCP2.6, while 37.4% of land area gains species (Fig. 2.5C). For SSP4-RCP6.0, land area with 

species richness loss increases to 56.4%, and the proportion of area with gains also increases slightly 

to 37.6%, at the expense of the area with no change (Fig. 2.5I). The effect of land use change shows a 

more contrasted picture with a relatively equal proportion of losses and gains under SSP1-RCP2.6 

(and even a predominance of gains for mammals with 48.5% of the land area) and a predominance of 

losses for the SSP4-RCP6.0 scenario (Fig. 2.5F & L). Also, for the other taxa the proportion of area 

leading to species richness loss from land use change is exacerbated for SSP4-RCP6.0 compared to 

SSP1-RCP2.6. The proportion of losses increases by 9.5% for birds (Fig. 2.5E & K) and by 6.5% for 

amphibians (Fig. 2.5D & J). It shows that land use change can be either a global alleviating 

(sustainability scenario) or exacerbating (inequality scenario) factor of climate-induced biodiversity 

loss, although it does contribute to both regional losses and gains in both scenarios.  
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Fig. 2.5 Climate and land use-driven changes in land area. Proportion of the total land area (excluding 

Antarctica) affected by species richness gain or loss for each taxon and scenario for climate and land use 

change. If the change equals 0, it was classified as no change. The species richness was first calculated as the 

summed probabilities of occurrence over all species for each taxon and scenario. For each combination of 

GCM and SDM, the probabilities are aggregated by calculating the latitudinal weighted mean. All future 

projections are then compared with the data of 1995. Based on this, the gains and losses are separated and 

based on the grid cell we calculate the proportion of global area affected.  

The proportion of losses is larger for all taxa under SSP4-RCP6.0 compared to SSP1-RCP2.6 for both 

climate and land use change. For mammals and birds, the proportion of global area with a climate-

driven species richness loss is larger for SSP4-RCP6.0 with a loss of 56.4% and 56.8% respectively in 

comparison to the land use-driven species richness loss (51.7% and 55.2% respectively). For 

amphibians, however, the projected share of global area with a species richness loss due to land use 

change is 55.2% and 53.7% from climate change.  

2.4 Discussion  

Our analysis has demonstrated that including land use change in future biodiversity projections leads 

to different species richness impacts than if investigating climate change alone. While the climate 
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change impact mostly scales with the climate scenario, the land use impact has a strong scenario 

dependency. Indeed, we find that land use change can be either a global alleviating (sustainability 

scenario) or an exacerbating (inequality scenario) factor of climate-induced biodiversity loss. Overall, 

our findings are in line with existing literature showing that climate change leads to a projected 

species shift towards higher latitudes, whereas land use change may limit this projected expansion 

(Methorst et al., 2017). A study by Newbold (2018) also showed that the impacts of climate change 

and land use change on biodiversity are expected to vary significantly across different regions. It 

highlights how these pressures are likely to combine and intensify in tropical grasslands, savannas, 

and the edges of tropical forests, leading to significant losses of species. In contrast, the heartlands of 

tropical forests and northern boreal regions might see less impact from land use changes but are still at 

risk of considerable biodiversity loss due to climate change. Meanwhile, temperate regions could 

experience relatively minor changes in species richness as a result of future climate change (Newbold, 

2018).  

The increase in forested and non-forested land over the course of the century projected for SSP1-

RCP2.6 directly translates into species richness change by habitat and into overall species richness 

changes as most of the species included in our study have either forested (78.5%) or non-forested land 

(65.2%) or both categories as suitable habitats (Table 2.1, Fig. 2.4). Especially, West, Central, East 

and South Africa shows that under increasing forest and non-forested land, species richness in 2080 is 

projected to increase compared to 1995 levels and land use change will be the main driver of this 

change. However, this positive effect strongly depends on the quality of the land use change. For 

example, whether forest gains benefit biodiversity will depend on the type of reforestation. In the 

tropics, most reforestation currently occurs with non-native species and on natural land with high 

biodiversity, such as savannas, which can also be detrimental to biodiversity (Parr et al., 2014). 

In our study, primary and secondary forest are combined into the category of forested land. To support 

the decision of combining primary and secondary forests into a single 'forested land' category in our 

study, we refer to findings by Rozendaal et al. which demonstrate that secondary forests can rapidly 

regain species richness, achieving 80% recovery within two decades, yet require centuries to fully 

match the species composition of old-growth forests. This suggests a differentiated value of secondary 

forests in biodiversity conservation, reinforcing our approach by highlighting the complementary 

roles of both forest types in maintaining biodiversity within human-modified tropical landscapes, 

thereby justifying their collective consideration (Rozendaal et al., 2019). 

Furthermore, the land use scenarios used for this study, especially the SSP1-RCP2.6 scenario, assume 

a biodiversity-conscious world (Hurtt et al., 2020). Other IAM projections under the same scenario 

have been shown to result in more negative outcomes for biodiversity (Leclère et al., 2020). Many 

other IAM projections under this scenario assume a more bioenergy-extensive world (Hof et al., 
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2018), whereas our LUH2 projections assume reforestation and afforestation in high- and medium-

income countries with an assumption of global forest cover increase (Hurtt et al., 2020). Thus, even 

resulting in an increase in forested land in South America under SSP4-RCP6.0 (Fig. S2.9).  

Our results show that when forested and non-forested land are projected to decrease under SSP4-

RCP6.0, the species richness loss amounts to more than 30% compared to 1995 values in West, 

Central, East and South Africa. Other studies have also shown similar projected declines in sub-

Saharan African species richness (Visconti et al., 2016) because increases in human population led to 

a reduction in natural vegetation (PBL, 2012). Our results have shown that only regions in the higher 

latitudes show an increase in species richness in the future, even for the SSP4-RCP6.0 scenario (Fig. 

2.4). Many studies have discussed species’ range shifts towards higher latitudes as a response to 

climate change (Chen et al., 2011; Lenoir & Svenning, 2015; Parmesan & Yohe, 2003; Ramalho et al., 

2023). Our results show a more complex pattern for land use change impacts on biodiversity but are 

in line with other studies that evaluate habitat suitability and risks, such as the study by Powers and 

Jetz, which underscores significant global habitat declines and the urgency of national stewardship in 

biodiversity-rich regions like South America, Southeast Asia, and Africa. Their work also highlights 

the critical need to identify and prioritize the most vulnerable species and locations, a point that aligns 

with our findings and reinforces the importance of proactive conservation planning in mitigating 

biodiversity threats (Powers & Jetz, 2019). The species richness increase in the higher latitudes can be 

attributed to climate change and highly depends on the underlying dispersal assumption. Interestingly, 

the mid-latitudes are projected to profit from land use change in the future. Our results suggest that 

countries known to create a large part of their biodiversity footprints outside their own country’s 

borders by importing large amounts of agricultural products from regions with high biodiversity loss 

(Schwarzmueller & Kastner, 2022), namely, countries in Western Europe, North America, and the 

Middle East show a projected increase in future land use change-driven species richness. This has 

implications for conservation planning and global equity discussions regarding the externalization of 

biodiversity loss at the benefit of national biodiversity protection.  

These results were computed under a limited-dispersal assumption. However, a sensitivity analysis 

using a no-dispersal scenario showed that they are still optimistic (Fig. S2.3). The underlying 

dispersal ability assumptions are important to consider when analyzing climate change impacts on 

species, as different assumptions can have substantial effects on the projected future ranges (Methorst 

et al., 2017; Newbold, 2018; Thuiller et al., 2019). In addition, we have tested the sensitivity of the 

results towards our habitat suitability assumptions. We performed an additional analysis including 

species with “marginal” suitability according to the IUCN classification alongside the “suitable” 

habitat. This inclusion resulted in minimal changes in the resulting patterns of projected species 

richness change (Fig. S2.10). But despite this little sensitivity of the results towards our habitat 
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suitability assumptions, it is important to note that our analysis includes only four land use categories, 

which is a crude summary of 104 categories that are available in the IUCN Habitat Classification 

Scheme. The summary of primary forested and secondary forested land further misses reforestation 

and afforestation activities. This could potentially confound our results, as it assumes that a species 

that has lost its primary forest can simply find habitat in a secondary forest. Although evidence from 

the Amazon shows that at least some species groups are not faring well in secondary forests or 

plantations (Barlow et al., 2007). Furthermore, non-forested land including for example, both 

savannas and wetlands are harboring very specific species closely tied to their habitats, which in our 

study are not separated. The decision described above, to combine secondary and primary forest due 

to their potential complementarity might also present disadvantages, as it does not fully account for 

species that are closely tied to primary forest habitat. Also, we lack “urban” as a land use category, 

which is an important habitat for many bird species (Ortega-Álvarez & MacGregor-Fors, 2009). This 

is especially relevant to our study since more than half of the species considered in this study are 

birds. Going forward, it would thus be important to include the impacts of urban areas and 

urbanization in a combined climate and land use change study. However, integrating urban areas into 

such studies requires specific information about species for which “urban” areas serve as suitable 

habitats – information currently not part of the IUCN habitat classification scheme. But a study by 

Simkin et al. (2022) highlights the rapid urbanization expected in biodiversity-rich regions, including 

sub-Saharan Africa, South America, Mesoamerica, and Southeast Asia and underscores the urgent 

need to consider urban land in conservation strategies. Despite these simplifications we assume our 

categories to be constructive for a global analysis, which is key to understanding and identifying 

global biodiversity patterns. An important area for future discussion is the combined effects of climate 

and land use change on biodiversity. While this study investigates the separate and combined impacts 

of these two drivers, it is crucial to acknowledge that they often interact synergistically, potentially 

leading to even greater biodiversity loss than the sum of their individual effects. Additionally, this 

analysis focuses on just two of many anthropogenic drivers (Jaureguiberry et al., 2022). As Rillig et 

al., (2019) highlight, including more factors like pollution, invasive species, and habitat fragmentation 

can significantly alter the projected outcomes. A broader consideration of these combined and 

interacting pressures will provide a more realistic picture of future biodiversity change. 

Besides the importance of climate and land use change impacts on species ranges as well as the 

significance of the choice of scenarios and their underlying narratives, we have also quantified the 

uncertainty from the set of two SDMs (GAM and GBM) and four GCMs (MIROC5, GFDL-ESM2M, 

HadGEM2-ES, and IPSL-CM5A-LR) used in this study. However, we could not assess the 

uncertainty from the land use change projections as each scenario is based on one IAM. Future studies 

should focus on including a wider range of IAMs especially since we have shown that the 

contribution from land use change is substantial and tied to climate change impacts. Additionally, 
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opportunities for further improvement and refinement regarding the use of SDMs need to be 

recognized. First, the SDMs were run using expert range maps from IUCN (IUCN, 2023) and Birdlife 

International and Nature Serve (Birdlife International, 2015). The extent of occurrence expert range 

maps tend to overestimate the actual species distribution (Piirainen et al., 2023) and can be imprecise 

or incomplete (IUCN, 2023). Second, only species are included in the study that could properly be 

modeled by SDMs, species with a range smaller than ten grid cells were excluded from the SDM 

analysis as otherwise, the combination of few occurrences and many predictor variables can easily 

lead to model overfitting (Breiner et al., 2015; Hof et al., 2018; Platts et al., 2014). Consequently, 

many narrow-ranging species that are most threatened to go extinct are disregarded from our study. 

We recognize that this method may be unsuitable to draw conclusions about the impacts of climate 

and land use change on individual species. Still the method does allow inferring general patterns 

across a wide array of species.  

Overall, we have shown that species richness losses predominate in terms of affected global land area 

for all scenarios and taxa under the combined effect of climate and land use change. This underlines 

the importance of climate mitigation efforts to curb the rise in global mean temperature. Furthermore, 

when we recalculate the loss in species richness to reflect land use change specifically, we found a 

greater projected loss under SSP4-RCP6.0 scenario compared to SSP1-RCP2.6 for all three 

taxonomic groups. Thus, land use policies will have a key role in fighting global biodiversity loss, 

especially in lower latitudes. Conservation efforts should therefore account for both drivers, climate 

and land use change, according to their respective impact. Finally, the regional differences shown in 

this study highlight the crucial need for region-specific conservation strategies.  
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2.7 Supplementary materials 

 

Fig. S2.1 Projected species richness for the year 2050 compared to 1995 under climate change only with the 

1995 land use as a baseline for the present and future and climate and land use change with present and future 

land use data respectively. Results are shown for SSP1-RCP2.6 and SSP4-RCP6.0. Species richness is 

calculated as the summed probabilities of occurrence over all species of the taxa amphibians, birds, and 

mammals. The mean over all GCM and SDM combinations is shown here.  
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Fig. S2.2 Schematic overview of the different methodological steps for the calculation of the land use residual 

based on the initial method calculating the land use-only change as a residual directly from the probabilities of 

occurrences (i.e. the SDM output unfiltered) (A) and in this study used method, where climate change impact is 

filtered by the 1995 land use as a baseline and then climate- only is calculated as the residual of the future and 

present with constant land use change (B). 
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Fig. S2.3 Projected species richness for the year 2080 compared to 1995 under climate change only with the 

1995 land use as a baseline for the present and future and climate and land use change with present and future 

land use data respectively for a no dispersal assumption. Results are shown for SSP1-RCP2.6 and SSP4-

RCP6.0. Species richness is calculated as the summed probabilities of occurrence over all species of the taxa 

amphibians. The mean over all GCM and SDM combinations is shown here.  
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Fig. S2.4 Projected species richness for the year 2080 compared to 1995 for land use change only. Land use 

change is calculated as the residual from climate and land use change impact combined and climate change 

only.  
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Fig. S2.5 Projected species richness for the year 2080 compared to 1995 under climate change only with the 

1995 land use as a baseline for the present and future and climate and land use change with present and future 

land use data respectively. Results are shown for SSP1-RCP2.6 and SSP4-RCP6.0. Species richness is 

calculated as the summed probabilities of occurrence over all species of the taxa amphibians. The mean over all 

GCM and SDM combinations is shown here.   
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Fig. S2.6 Projected species richness for the year 2080 compared to 1995 under climate change only with the 

1995 land use as a baseline for the present and future and climate and land use change with present and future 

land use data respectively. Results are shown for SSP1-RCP2.6 and SSP4-RCP6.0. Species richness is 

calculated as the summed probabilities of occurrence over all species of the taxa birds. The mean over all GCM 

and SDM combinations is shown here.  
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Fig. S2.7 Projected species richness for the year 2080 compared to 1995 under climate change only with the 

1995 land use as a baseline for the present and future and climate and land use change with present and future 

land use data respectively. Results are shown for SSP1-RCP2.6 and SSP4-RCP6.0. Species richness is 

calculated as the summed probabilities of occurrence over all species of the taxa mammals. The mean over all 

GCM and SDM combinations is shown here.  
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Fig. S2.8 Projected absolute species richness for the year 2080 compared to 1995 under climate change only 

with the 1995 land use as a baseline for the present and future and climate and land use change with present 

and future land use data respectively. Results are shown for SSP1-RCP2.6 and SSP4-RCP6.0. Species richness 

is calculated as the summed probabilities of occurrence over all species of the taxa amphibians, birds, and 

mammals. The mean over all GCM and SDM combinations is shown here.  
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Fig. S2.9 Projected change in land use category as fraction per grid cell for 2080 compared to 1995 based on 

LUH2.  
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Fig. S2.10 Projected species richness for the year 2080 compared to 1995 under climate change only with the 

1995 land use as a baseline for the present and future and climate and land use change with present and future 

land use data respectively. All habitats labeled as “suitable” and “marginal” by the IUCN Habitat 

Classification Scheme are included. Results are shown for SSP1-RCP2.6 and SSP4-RCP6.0. Species richness is 

calculated as the summed probabilities of occurrence over all species of the taxa amphibians. The mean over all 

GCM and SDM combinations is shown here.  
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Table S2.1 Regions used in this study and their connection to the IPBES subregions (IPBES, 2019). 

 

 

 

 

Regions in this study IPBES subregions 

Caribbean & Mesoamerica 

Caribbean 

Mesoamerica 

West, Central, East & South Africa 

Central Africa 

East Africa and adjacent islands 

Southern Africa 

West Africa 

Central and Western Europe Central and Western Europe 

Central, North-East & South Asia 

Central Asia 

Nort-East Asia 

South Asia 

Eastern Europe Eastern Europe 

North Africa & Western Asia 

North Africa 

Western Asia 

North America North America 

Oceania Oceania 

South America South America 

South-East Asia South-East Asia 
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Abstract  

Biodiversity loss is a pressing global challenge. Protected Areas (PAs) are recognized as a crucial 

measure to curb species and ecosystem declines, yet their long-term ecological effectiveness amid 

future climate and land use changes remains uncertain. Here, we assess future biodiversity changes 

under different climate, land use, and PA expansion scenarios for ~14,000 terrestrial vertebrates. 

Three PA scenarios (no explicit PA, current 17% coverage, and a 30% target) are investigated 

alongside two Shared Socioeconomic Pathway (SSP) and Representative Concentration Pathway 

(RCP) combinations; the “sustainability” (SSP1-RCP2.6) and the “inequality” scenario (SSP4-

RCP6.0).  

The results show that sustainable land use is the biggest lever in preventing future biodiversity 

decline, with a projected avoided species richness loss of 7.9-8.6% by 2080, exceeding the 

contribution of PA expansion. PAs provide an additional but smaller contribution to avoided species 

richness loss, particularly under the “inequality” scenario, showing the need for PA expansion under 

unsustainable climate and land use policies. Birds and mammals benefit most from PA expansion. 

While expanding PAs supports biodiversity, integrating them with broader climate and land use 

policies is crucial.  
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3.1 Introduction 

Biodiversity loss has been identified as a primary threat to economic prosperity and in many places 

human wellbeing (IPBES, 2019). Yet, ongoing climate and land use change profoundly affect the 

integrity of ecosystems worldwide (Leclère et al., 2020; McElwee et al., 2024; Newbold, 2018; 

Powers & Jetz, 2019; Xu et al., 2022). Conservation actions are urgently needed to halt the decline in 

biodiversity and safeguard essential ecosystem services. Protected areas (PAs) have been identified as 

a crucial measure to curb biodiversity loss and maintain ecosystem services (Butchart et al., 2012; 

Maxwell et al., 2020; Waldron et al., 2020; Watson et al., 2014). By 2025, around 17% of the global 

terrestrial area was protected (UNEP-WCMC and IUCN, 2025). However, there is a broad consensus 

that current land and sea protection levels fall short of meeting international targets aimed at reducing 

biodiversity decline (Butchart et al., 2015; Coad et al., 2019; Langhammer et al., 2024; Venter et al., 

2014; Waldron et al., 2020). Area-based conservation targets, such as target 3 of the Kunming-

Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework (GBF), which aims to protect 30% of terrestrial and marine 

ecosystems globally by 2030 (CBD, 2022), guide global and national conservation efforts.  

Recent studies have proposed ways to prioritize PA expansion to reach the 30% GBF target by 

optimizing the achievement of several biodiversity and sustainability indicators (e.g., Allan et al., 

2022; Eckert et al., 2023; Jung et al., 2021). For example, Jung et al. (2021) proposed a global 

prioritization framework that identifies areas critical for species conservation accounting for key 

ecosystem services, including carbon storage and water quality regulation. This species conservation 

criterion aims to conserve a minimum of species’ habitat necessary to ensure species qualify for the 

‘Least Concern’ conservation status following the International Union for Conservation of Nature 

(IUCN) Red List criteria. However, the combined roles of future climate and land use changes on 

biodiversity have not been covered by these studies. 

Despite the importance of sustaining and expanding protection globally to safeguard biodiversity, the 

effectiveness of any PA expansion strategy should be assessed considering future environmental 

shifts, such as climate and land use change. For example, Asamoah et al. (2021) and Mi et al. (2023) 

emphasized the importance of incorporating climate and land use changes into global conservation 

priorities to address habitat shifts and biodiversity risks. Similarly, Montesino Pouzols et al. (2014) 

found that land use change threatens the potential effectiveness of PA expansion. Dobrowski et al. 

(2021) and Elsen et al. (2020) highlighted the value of climate refugia and resilient landscapes with 

enhanced connectivity to support species conservation under changing environmental conditions. On 

the other hand, there are studies that have assessed the combined impacts of future land use and 

climate change on global biodiversity (Hari et al., 2024; Hof et al., 2018; Newbold, 2018; Newbold et 

al., 2020; Pereira et al., 2024), but there is still a knowledge gap concerning how the combined effect 
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of climate and land use changes will influence the outcomes of PA expansion strategies, such as the 

30% target. 

To address this gap, we generated global projections of terrestrial vertebrate diversity accounting for 

the impacts of future climate change and land use change, under different scenarios of PA expansion. 

For this analysis we used species distribution model (SDM) output for 15496 species of amphibians, 

birds, and mammals from Hof et al. (2018). Additionally, we used land use scenarios from the Land 

Use Harmonization Project 2 (LUH2; Hurtt et al., 2020), selected for its global coverage and 

availability of different scenarios, integrating them into the SDM projections using a filtering 

approach from Hari et al. (2024). We assessed the impacts on future species richness for the three taxa 

under two contrasting Shared Socioeconomic Pathways (SSPs) coupled with Representative 

Concentration Pathways (RCPs): The SSP-RCPs represent coupled climate and socio-economic 

changes according to different scenario storylines and assumption, namely, a "sustainability" scenario 

(SSP1-RCP2.6) and an "inequality" scenario (SSP4-RCP6.0). SSP1-RCP2.6 is characterized by a 

world focusing on sustainable development and green technologies and strong climate action which 

results in lower climate warming. SSP4-RCP6.0 is characterized by a world suffering from strong 

inequalities between countries and groups and stronger climate warming (van Vuuren et al., 2017). 

We then compared three PA scenarios, which were overlaid to the LUH2 scenarios: (1) a “No explicit 

PA” scenario, where PAs are not explicitly represented meaning that future land use follows the LUH2 

scenarios; (2) a current PA scenario (hereafter 17%-PA), based on the existing PAs documented in the 

World Database on Protected Areas (WDPA; UNEP-WCMC and IUCN, 2023); and (3) a 30% global 

PA expansion scenario (30%-PA) based on Jung et al. (2021). For the latter two scenarios, land use 

change also follows LUH2 expect within the PAs, where adjustments are made to represent protection 

measures (see methods).  

Additionally, we compared the ecological effectiveness of the PA scenarios with climate and land use 

mitigation strategies under different SSP-RCP scenarios, focusing on the projected loss of species 

richness. We also assessed how limited management effectiveness influences these outcomes. This 

integrative approach provides a comprehensive framework for evaluating the potential of PA 

expansion strategies to mitigate biodiversity loss by reducing land use change that negatively impacts 

species habitats under future global change. 
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3.2 Results 

3.2.1 Spatial distribution of changes in future species richness 

Without accounting for PA expansion (“No explicit PA” scenario), the combined effect of climate and 

land use change is projected to lead to a loss of species richness, particularly in tropical and equatorial 

regions, by 2080 compared to 1995 (Fig. 3.1A & B). Conversely, any level of area-based 

conservation, as represented by the PA expansion scenarios (17%-PA and 30%-PA scenarios, 

illustrated in Fig. S3.1), is projected to result in an overall reduction in species richness loss. The main 

differences are projected to occur in tropical and equatorial regions under both the “inequality” 

(SSP4-RCP6.0) and “sustainability” (SSP1-RCP2.6) scenarios.  

The region projected to experience the highest biodiversity loss under the “inequality” scenario 

(SSP4-RCP6.0) and the “No Explicit PA” scenario is sub-Saharan Africa, with an estimated loss of 

34.5% in species richness by 2080 compared to 1995 (see Fig. 3.1A & B). In comparison, the 17%-PA 

scenario under the “inequality” scenario (SSP4-RCP6.0) is projected to avoid a loss of 6.3% in 

species richness in the same region. Overall, the greatest avoided species richness losses are projected 

in tropical and equatorial regions compared to the “No explicit PA” scenario for both the “inequality” 

(SSP4-RCP6.0) and “sustainability” (SSP1-RCP2.6) scenarios when considering the 17%-PA scenario 

(Fig. 3.1C & D). These results are further amplified under the 30%-PA scenario (Fig. 3.1E & F), with 

several other regions in the lower latitudes also showing projected avoided species richness loss 

compared to the “No explicit PA” scenario. 

In South America, we project avoided species richness loss of 2.1% and 1.5% for the “inequality” 

(SSP4-RCP6.0) and the “sustainability” (SSP1-RCP2.6) scenarios, respectively, under the 17%-PA 

scenario compared to the “No explicit PA” scenario. These projected avoided species richness losses 

for both the 17%-PA and the 30%-PA scenarios, especially in tropical South America, can be 

attributed to an increase in forested land (Fig. S3.5, Fig. S3.6). Whereas the greater projected loss in 

species richness under the “No explicit PA” and the “inequality” scenario (SSP4-RCP6.0) is primarily 

attributed to reductions in both forested and non-forested land (Fig. S3.5, Fig. S3.6).  
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Fig. 3.1 Comparison of different PA scenarios for climate and land use change impact on future species 

richness under a limited dispersal assumption. Projected species richness (probability of occurrence summed 

over all species and averaged over all four climate models and the two SDMs; see Methods) for 2080 relative to 

1995 under climate and land use change for the “No explicit PA” scenario (A and B). Additionally, the results 

are shown for the relative difference between the future species richness with the scenario of the current PA 

network (17%-PA) compared with the “No explicit PA” scenario (C and D). The same is shown in the 

comparison between the 30%-PA scenario and “No explicit PA” scenario (E and F). The results are shown for 

the “sustainability” scenario (SSP1-RCP2.6; A, C, and E) and the “inequality” scenario (SSP4-RCP6.0; B, D, 

and F). 

3.2.2 Contributions of climate mitigation, sustainable land use, and PAs to avoid 

species richness loss 

The role of climate mitigation, inferred by comparing RCP2.6 with RCP6.0 under present-day land 

use (see methods), is projected to prevent a global mean species richness loss of 0.85% by 2080, 

relative to 1995 (Fig. 3.2). Furthermore, adopting a sustainable land use pathway (SSP1 instead of 

SSP4) is projected to avoid 8.58% of global species richness loss over the same period (Fig. 3.2).  

Under the “sustainability” scenario (SSP1-RCP2.6), the 17%-PA scenario is projected to avoid an 

additional 0.88% of species richness loss compared to the “No explicit PA” scenario, while the 30%-

PA scenario results in 1.5% of additional avoided loss (Fig. 3.2). However, when accounting for PA 

management effectiveness, these values are reduced to 0.21% and 0.35%, respectively (Fig. S3.7). In 

contrast, under the “inequality” scenario (SSP4-RCP6.0), the avoided species richness loss is higher 

for both PA expansion scenarios, with 2.29% for 17%-PA and 4.45% for the 30%-PA. When 
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considering limited management effectiveness, these reductions decrease to 1.05% and 0.54%, 

respectively (Fig. S3.7).  

Notably, when climate change is not mitigated, and sustainable land use pathways are not followed 

(i.e., SSP4-RCP6.0 instead of SSP1-RCP2.6), the importance of conservation increases (Fig. 3.2). In 

that case, strong PA expansion (i.e. 30%-PA over 17%-PA) result in the greatest avoided species 

richness loss. Furthermore, the results highlight that a larger total area of global PA percentage 

enhances resilience to climate change and unsustainable land use change, as indicated by higher 

avoided species richness loss under the 30%-PA scenario compared to the 17%-PA scenario (Fig 3.2). 

Fig. 3.2 Comparison of the global mean avoided species richness loss due to climate mitigation, 

sustainable land use, and area-based conservation efforts for the “sustainability” scenario (SSP1-RCP2.6) 

and the “inequality” scenario (SSP4-RCP6.0). The “sustainability” scenario (SSP1-RCP2.6) shows the 

cumulative effects of climate mitigation, land use pathways, and PA expansion on avoiding species richness loss 

compared to the “inequality” scenario (SSP4-RCP6.0). The bars represent the respective contributions of each 

factor in terms of global mean species richness in 2080 relative to 1995. The second row depicts the global 

mean avoided species richness loss solely through area-based conservation (17%-PA and 30%-PA scenario), as 

there are no climate mitigation or sustainable land use benefits under this scenario compared to the 

“sustainability” scenario (SSP1-RCP2.6). 

3.2.3 Regional effects of PA effectiveness  

Synergies and trade-offs in projected species richness depend on both the climate and land use (SSP-

RCP) and the PA scenarios (Fig. 3.2). Under the “sustainability” scenario (SSP1-RCP2.6), the largest 

decrease in species richness loss relative to 1995 is projected to occur in South America ranging from 

-9.06% ± 0.65% (No explicit PA) to -6.89%±0.65% (30% PA; Fig. 3.3). Across all regions with 

projected losses compared to 1995 under the “No explicit PA” scenario, expanding the PAs 

consistently reduces species richness loss, and even leads to regional gains in species richness in 

South-East Asia, where a loss of -1.66%±0.23%  under the “No explicit PA” scenarios converted to a 

gain of 1.68%±0.23% under the 30%-PA assumption (Fig. 3.3). However, there are exceptions, such 

as North Africa and Western Asia and Central and Western Europe, where the 17%-PA and the 30%-
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PA scenario results minor changes only compared to the “No explicit PA” scenario. While the 30%-PA 

scenario generally outperforms the 17%-PA scenario in mitigating species richness loss, the 17%-PA 

scenario shows slightly higher species richness gains in specific regions, such as North America and 

Eastern Europe. However, these differences fall within the uncertainty range (Fig. 3.3). 

Under the “inequality” scenario (SSP4-RCP6.0), 17%-PA consistently results in lower projected 

species richness loss or higher projected gains compared to the No explicit PA baseline. The 30%-PA 

scenario shows the same, yet even stronger, pattern, except for Eastern Europe where 17%-PA is 

projected to lead to a minor gain compared to 30%-PA. Notably, North America and Eastern Europe 

are the only regions projected to have a net gain in species richness under this SSP-RCP scenario (Fig. 

3.3). The largest avoided losses are projected in West, Central, East and South Africa, where the  

17%-PA scenario reduces species richness loss by up to 6.3%±0.7% compared to No explicit PA, and 

the 30%-PA scenario achieves an even greater reduction of up to 9.82%±0.23% (Fig. 3.3). These 

findings highlight the critical importance of PA expansion under the “inequality” scenario.  

Insufficient financial investments in PA management undermine their ability to mitigate external 

pressures such as habitat loss, degradation, and other threats. When we incorporate this into our 

analysis, using data collated by Waldron et al. (2020; see methods), the benefits of PA expansion are 

reduced, particularly in West, Central, East & South Africa under the “inequality” scenario (SSP4-

RCP6.0; Fig. 3.3). In this region under the “inequality” scenario (SSP4-RCP6.0), limited management 

effectiveness is projected to result in a decrease in species richness of 4.81%±0.7% under the 17%-PA 

scenario and 8.54%±0.7% under the 30%-PA scenario, compared to projections under full 

management effectiveness of the PAs, where no funding gap exists (Fig. 3.3). Similarly, in South-East 

Asia, the 30%-PA scenario under the “inequality” scenario (SSP4-RCP6.0) shifts from a projected 

gain in species richness to a loss of -2.64%±0.23% due to limited management effectiveness (Fig. 

3.3). 

While some regions like North America, South America, and Eastern Europe also show differences in 

species richness, the impact is relatively moderate compared to South-East Asia and sub-Saharan 

Africa (Fig. 3.3). For instance, North America shows a difference ranging from 0.4%±1.22% to 

2.3%±1.22% across the scenarios, indicating less sensitivity to reduced management effectiveness in 

these regions (Fig. 3.3).  
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Fig. 3.3 Relative change in species richness from 1995 to 2080 per region. Projected species richness for 2080 

relative to 1995 per region (IPBES regions, see methods or supplementary) for No explicit PA,17%-PA, and 

30%-PA scenario of PA expansion. The results are shown for the “sustainability” scenario (SSP1-RCP2.6) (A) 

and the “inequality” scenario (SSP4-RCP6.0) (B) for full effectiveness and limited effectiveness. The error bars 

indicate the standard deviation over all global climate models (GCMs) and SDMs. 

3.2.4 Taxon specific global change in species richness per PA scenario   

On the taxonomic level, the overall change in global mean species richness highly varies and so do 

the effects of climate and land use change and PA expansion scenarios. For the “sustainability” 

scenario (SSP1-RCP2.6), birds and mammals showed relative gains in global species richness when 

PAs were included, with the magnitude of the gains increasing progressively from the 17%-PA 

scenario (1.65%±0.44% and 1.93%±0.23%, respectively) to the 30%-PA scenario (2.09%±0.44% and 

2.67%±0.23%, respectively; Fig. 3.4A). For amphibians, however, there was no net gain in species 

richness even under this SSP-RCP scenario, but the magnitude of species richness loss decreased as 

the PA extent increased, from -6.26%±0.54% under the 17%-PA scenario to -5.76%±0.54% under the 

30%-PA scenario (Fig. 3.4A).  

Under the “inequality” scenario (SSP4-RCP6.0), species richness is projected to decline across all 

taxa, with PAs mitigating losses to varying extents. The No explicit PA scenario resulted in the most 

severe declines for all taxa, particularly amphibians, which experienced the largest losses. The 17%-

PA scenario reduced losses moderately, while the 30% showed further reductions in species richness 

loss. For mammals, species richness losses were reduced by 2.6%, from −8.57%±0.27% under No 

explicit PA scenario to −5.95%±0.27% under the 17%-PA scenario, and by 5.1% to −3.53%±0.27% 

under the 30%-PA scenario (Fig. 3.4B). Similarly, for birds, losses were reduced by 1.9%, from  
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-6.82%±0.6% under No explicit PA to -4.87%±0.6% under the 17%-PA scenario, and by 3.6% to  

-3.2%±0.6% under the 30%-PA scenario (Fig. 3.4B). However, limited management effectiveness 

reduces the benefits of PAs in mitigating species richness losses under both climate and land use 

change scenarios (Fig. S3.8). 

 

Fig. 3.4 Global species richness changes from 1995 to 2080 per taxon. The results are shown for the three PA 

scenarios under full effectiveness SSP1-RCP2.6 (A) and SSP4-RCP6.0 (B). The error bars indicate the standard 

deviation over all GCMs and SDMs. 

3.3 Discussion and conclusions 

Our findings highlight the importance of combining climate mitigation, sustainable land use, and PA 

expansion to maximize biodiversity conservation. The combination of a lower-emission scenario and 

a more sustainable land use pathway (SSP1-RCP2.6) results in higher avoided species richness loss 

than any of the PA scenarios alone due to avoided agricultural expansion. Under a “sustainability” 

scenario (SSP1-RCP2.6), climate mitigation prevents a global mean species richness loss of 0.85%, 

while sustainable land use avoids 8.58% of loss by 2080 compared to an “inequality” scenario (SSP4-

RCP6.0), having a higher level of climate change and less sustainable land use practices. PA 

expansion to cover 30% of the global land area, provides additional benefits, reducing species 

richness losses, especially in tropical and equatorial regions. However, these benefits are diminished 

when accounting for limited management effectiveness. Taxonomic responses show that birds and 

mammals benefit most from PA expansion, while amphibians experience reduced losses but no net 

gains.  
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Our study introduces a novel framework that integrates multiple PA expansion scenarios with climate 

and land use pathways, offering new insights into the combined effects of these levers on biodiversity 

conservation. This approach demonstrates that under the “sustainability” scenario (SSP1-RCP2.6), 

species richness loss is notably lessened. Furthermore, under the “inequality” scenario (SSP4-

RCP6.0), characterized by global inequality and higher emissions (Hurtt et al., 2020), the expansion 

of the PA network shows the highest avoided biodiversity loss, particularly in regions vulnerable to 

future species richness loss due to environmental changes. Our findings emphasize, that the strategic 

location of PAs is as important as the area covered (Visconti et al., 2019), particularly in equatorial 

and tropical regions where species richness is highest and projected losses are most severe (Asamoah 

et al., 2021; Geldmann, 2019; Gray et al., 2016). Moreover, we project that expanding PAs beyond 

their current extent (e.g., from the WDPA to the 30% PA scenario) will lead to reductions in species 

richness loss in the future, especially in biodiversity hotspots (Fig. 3.1, Fig. 3.3). This aligns with the 

findings of Leclère et al. (2020), who advocated an integrated strategy combining PA expansion, 

restoration, and sustainable management that could halt biodiversity decline by mid-century. 

Similarly, our results are in line with other studies that found that minimizing human-dominated land 

use leads to greater biodiversity protection (Asamoah et al., 2021; Gray et al., 2016) and supports the 

conclusion that limiting climate change is critical to conserving unique ecosystems (Martens et al., 

2022). 

Limited management effectiveness, as represented by the 23.6% funding availability (Waldron et al., 

2020), substantially diminishes the benefits of PA expansion, as our results have shown, for example, 

under the “inequality” scenario (SSP4-RCP6.0) in West, Central, East, and South Africa, where 

projected species richness loss is much higher under a limited management effectiveness assumption. 

(Fig. 3.3). The management effectiveness of PAs is even more sobering when considering the findings 

of Coad et al., (2019). Their research revealed that only 22.4% of PAs report adequate resources in 

terms of staffing and budgets, covering a mere 25.4% of PA areas assessed. In contrast, nearly half 

(47.7%) of the total PA area reported inadequate resources. Coad et al. (2019) argue that assuming full 

management PA effectiveness, may overestimate effective coverage globally by up to 400% and 

vertebrate representation by up to 700%. This emphasizes the critical need for increased investment 

and improved management to realize the full potential of PAs in conserving biodiversity. 

Our results highlight the importance of tailoring conservation strategies to regional contexts. While 

expanding PAs is crucial in biodiversity hotspots like the Amazon and South-East Asia, mid-latitude 

regions may benefit more from integrated cultural landscape management. Increased total area of PAs 

can buffer species against the adverse effects of climate change, particularly when expansion 

strategies prioritize connectivity and minimize fragmentation (Duncanson et al., 2023; Xu et al., 

2022). However, expanding PAs without improving their management effectiveness will limit their 

impact, underscoring the need for adequate funding and governance interventions.  
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While our analysis provides valuable insights, it is influenced by some assumptions and limitations. 

First, our study is limited to two land use scenarios which are not representative of the full spectrum 

of possible land use futures. Additionally, each SSP scenario originates from a different Integrated 

Assessment Model (IAM), meaning that the scenario uncertainty that would result from using 

different IAMs for a given SSP cannot be assessed (Riahi et al., 2017). Future research should 

incorporate different IAMs to account for scenario uncertainty. The treatment of conservation 

measures within IAMs also presents challenges. Conservation efforts are implicitly included in the 

IAMs used to generate the land use scenarios, which makes it challenging to strictly disentangle land 

use change from PA expansion. Currently, IAMs do not explicitly and consistently account for PAs, 

treating them in a largely implicit or ad-hoc manner within broader land use assumptions. This lack of 

transparency makes it difficult to assess the direct contribution of PAs to biodiversity outcomes and 

necessitates external post-processing approaches like the one applied in this study. Future IAM 

developments should incorporate explicit, standardized representations of PAs and their management 

effectiveness to improve projections of biodiversity outcomes under different policy scenarios and 

should focus on either integrating area-based conservation directly into IAMs or separating its effect 

from other land use changes that are driven by economic and human pressures rather than 

conservation efforts, as has been explored in studies assessing land use and land use management 

projections under different SSP-RCP scenarios (Molina Bacca et al., 2024). Additionally, the 

definition of a PA does not always preclude land use change (UNEP-WCMC, 2016). For instance, the 

IUCN's categories V and VI allow for sustainable land use change, emphasizing that conservation 

efforts should incorporate sustainable land use while recognizing and respecting the rights of 

indigenous and local communities1.  

Our findings suggest that while PA expansion can contribute to biodiversity conservation, its role is 

ultimately limited compared to the greater influence of following a lower-emission pathway for 

climate mitigation efforts and broader land use policies. IAMs highlight the importance of valuing 

land through policy interventions, such as increasing land prices or shifting agricultural production to 

less biodiverse areas, to reduce land conversion pressures and enhance species persistence. Indeed, 

these strategies — including efforts to reduce greenhouse gas emissions, promote sustainable land 

management, and implement land valuation policies that discourage habitat conversion — address the 

systemic drivers of biodiversity loss and create a foundation for preserving ecosystems in the face of 

future environmental challenges. Moving forward, conservation policies must prioritize both 

immediate action through PA expansion and the broader, long-term transition to sustainable land use 

and climate pathways to maximize biodiversity outcomes in the face of global change. 

 
1 https://www.cbd.int/gbf/targets 

 

https://www.cbd.int/gbf/targets
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3.4 Methods  

This study assessed the impacts of climate change, land use change, and area-based conservation 

strategies on global terrestrial biodiversity, focusing on species richness across amphibians, mammals, 

and birds. Using SDMs and future projections of climate and land use, we evaluated future 

biodiversity changes under two scenarios: SSP1-RCP2.6 and SSP4-RCP6.0. In addition, we 

considered three different assumptions about the spatial extent of future PAs: (1) “No explicit PA” 

scenario, (2) current PA coverage (17%-PA), and (3) a 30% global PA expansion scenario (30%-PA). 

For each PA assumption, species occurrence probabilities were adjusted for habitat preferences, land 

use changes, and PA effectiveness to estimate species occurrence under all combinations of climate, 

land use and PA pathways for present-day (centered around 1995, hereafter referred to as 1995) and 

future (centered around 2080, hereafter referred to as 2080) timeframes. This allowed us to isolate the 

contribution of climate change, land use pathways, and PA assumptions to changes in future species 

richness. Our projections are based on two contrasting SSP-RCP scenarios representing a 

"sustainability" (SSP1-RCP2.6) and an "inequality" (SSP4-RCP6.0) scenario. 

3.4.1 Species distribution model output and species richness aggregation  

We used climate-driven SDM projections for around 15496 terrestrial species (amphibians, mammals, 

and birds) that were obtained from Hof et al. (2018). These projections are based on two SDM types 

(generalized additive models, GAM, and generalized boosted regression models, GBM). The SDMs 

were calibrated based on species range maps from the IUCN Red List of Threatened Species for 

amphibians and mammals and from Birdlife International and Nature Serve for birds (Birdlife 

International, 2015; IUCN, 2023) and present-day (centered around 1995) climate data from 

EWEMBI (Lange, 2016). The future projections were based on climate data from the Inter-Sectoral 

Impact Model Intercomparison Project (ISIMIP) phase 2b (Frieler et al., 2017) using the ensemble 

mean over four GCMs (MIROC5, GFDL-ESM2M, HadGEM2-ES, and IPSL-CM5A-LR) from the 

Coupled Model Intercomparison Project Phase 5 (CMIP5) database under a low (RCP2.6) and high 

warming scenario (RCP6.0) centered around the year 2080. The SDM output was provided as 

probabilities of occurrence per individual species. We computed the results based on a limited 

dispersal assumption with a d/4 buffer applied to each range polygon (d; diameter of the largest range 

polygon of a species) (Hof et al., 2018).  

Global species richness was calculated for present-day (1995) and future (2080) time slices, 

encompassing 13908 species across three taxa each based on the two SSP-RCP scenarios, the four 

GCMs, the two SDMs, and the three PA scenarios. The land use corrected probability of occurrence 

data per PA scenario (see sections below) per species were first summed across taxa for each SSP-

RCP scenario, GCM, and SDM to get an overall mean to represent the species richness. Then we 

calculated the mean of the sums across all GCMs and SDMs to get an overall species richness for 
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each scenario. Finally, we calculated the relative change in species richness by comparing the 2080 

values to the baseline (1995).  

Regional aggregation was based on the same species richness as computed for the global results. 

However, additionally a land mask is applied for each sub-region to summarize the results per region. 

We used region definitions based on the Intergovernmental Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem 

Services (IPBES) assessments (IPBES, 2019). From the 17 terrestrial IPBES subregions, we derived 

10 summary-regions that were used for the analysis (Hari et al., 2024). The relative difference in 

species richness was computed as the ratio between future (2080) and past (1995) species richness. To 

avoid division by zero errors, in cases where the historical value was zero, the relative difference was 

set to 0%.  

3.4.2 “No explicit PA” scenario 

For the future terrestrial biodiversity projections without any explicit assumption about PAs, we used 

the combined climate and land use change projections developed in Hari et al. (2024). To account for 

the impact of future land use change on biodiversity, the SDM output in the form of probabilities of 

occurrence was combined with historical (based on reconstructions and remote sensing) and future 

land use data (based on two IAMs) from the LUH2 dataset (Hurtt et al., 2020). This dataset was 

aggregated to a resolution of 0.5° to match the species probability of occurrence. We used the future 

land use projections for the “sustainability” scenario (SSP1-RCP2.6) and an “inequality” scenario 

(SSP4-RCP6.0). SSP1-RCP2.6, based on the IAM IMAGE 3.0 model (Stehfest et al., 2014), 

envisioning a sustainable development future characterized by high economic growth, 

environmentally friendly technologies, and declining population growth in the latter half of the 21st 

century (van Vuuren et al., 2017). In contrast, SSP4-RCP6.0, was derived from the GCAM model 

(Wise et al., 2014) and depicts a world marked by significant economic and political inequality, where 

high-income countries impose strict regulations on land use, while tropical deforestation persists in 

poorer nations (Popp et al., 2017). Notably, the land use scenarios from LUH2 do not directly include 

outputs from climate models but are harmonized representations of land use change derived from 

IAMs, specifically associated with the SSP-RCP framework. Whilst the IAMs themselves do not 

simulate climate change impacts on land use, such as crop yield effect, they generate land use 

projections that are in line with the socioeconomic and policy assumptions of the respective SSPs 

(Hurtt et al., 2020).  

We have named the first PA scenario “No explicit PA” scenario as the spatial representations and 

enforcements of the PAs within the IAMs are not clearly defined. In IMAGE 3.0 which is used for 

SSP1, the extension is assumed to be between 17% to 30%, based on the 2016 WDPA data, where the 

PA coverage was around 14% (Stehfest et al., 2014). Similar to our approach, agricultural expansion 

was not permitted within existing PAs. However, the exact spatial distribution and methodology for 



83 

 

 

determining PAs in SSP1 remain internal to the model logic. Furthermore, the harmonization process 

within LUH2 further modifies or dilutes these representations without explicitly documenting how 

PAs are treated.  

The treatment of PAs in GCAM 3.0 used for SSP4 is even more complex as PAs to our knowledge, 

are not explicitly accounted for, meaning that they must be defined separately within the scenario 

framework. This requires specifying proportions of certain land use categories that are effectively 

restricted from conversion (Wise et al., 2014). Additionally, since GCAM allocates land based on 

productivity and assigns a price per unit of land, it can be inferred that the least productive land is 

more likely to be designated as protected, while more productive areas are allocated for agricultural or 

other economic purposes (Wise et al., 2014). Furthermore, a downscaling process is applied to these 

scenarios, adding an additional layer of uncertainty and making spatial interpretations of PA 

distributions even more challenging (Le Page et al., 2016). 

The 12 land use categories from LUH2 were then merged to five categories according to Powers & 

Jetz (2019): forested land, non-forested land, pasture, cropland, and urban (explained in detail in Hari 

et al. (2024) and matched with the habitat preferences for each species derived from the IUCN Habitat 

Classification Scheme (v3.1) (IUCN, 2023), based on a lookup table from Carlson et al., (2022), 

resulting in a land use-corrected probability of occurrence by multiplying the probabilities of 

occurrences per species by the respective LUH2 category (fraction of grid cell), based on the 

respective suitable habitat (Hari et al., 2024). For example, if 50% of a grid cell was covered by 

croplands and the species did not occur in croplands, the occurrence probability simulated by the 

climate-driven SDMs was multiplied by 0.5. If the species does occur in croplands, no land use 

correction was applied (see Fig. 3.5 below for more details). Throughout the whole study, we have 

excluded marine habitats and also marine PAs as we have focused on the climate and land use change 

impacts on the terrestrial realm. For species with multiple suitable habitats, the probability of 

occurrence was weighted by the grid cell fraction occupied by the sum of all suitable habitats (Hari et 

al., 2024; Fig. 3.1). This land use filtering step was done for both time periods 1995 and 2080. As the 

land use type “urban” was not considered a suitable habitat for any species according to the IUCN 

habitat classifications, it was not further included in the land use filtering and thus did not affect the 

probabilities of occurrence. Additionally, to this No explicit PA scenario, in which we did not directly 

consider any area-based conservation strategies, we compared two spatially explicit PA expansion 

scenarios. One scenario used the current extent of the PA network (WDPA; 17%-PA scenario) and one 

scenario worked with an assumed expansion of the PA network to a global coverage of 30%.  

3.4.3 17%-PA scenario  

In the second scenario we accounted for current protected areas. To do this, we, extracted data on PAs 

from the global World Database on Protected Areas (WDPA, September 2023 version), excluding all 
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proposed PAs and those lacking “national” designation (Bingham et al., 2019; Jung et al., 2020; 

UNEP-WCMC and IUCN, 2023; Venter et al., 2014). We have included all PAs classified under any 

IUCN management category with information on size, shape, location, and date of establishment 

following Geldmann et al. (2014). In the version used here, the total number of PA records amounts to 

285429, with 273219 polygons covering 244 countries and territories (Fig S1). To ensure spatial 

consistency and minimize potential inaccuracies in area calculations and spatial overlays, we excluded 

the 12210 point-represented PAs from our analysis. While this approach likely underestimates the 

total PA, incorporating these point-represented records would introduce uncertainty regarding the 

precise spatial locations of the PAs (UNEP-WCMC, 2016). We compile the polygon data using the 

merge tool in ArcGIS Pro 3.1.12, following the WDPA manual guidelines (UNEP-WCMC, 2016). 

Overlapping polygons were dissolved to create a “flat” layer that eliminates double counting, ensuring 

an accurate representation of the PAs. To further process the data, we generated in Python a binary 

mask from the WDPA polygon dataset. For the binary mask, we assigned a value of 1 to grid cells 

identified as PA representing full management effectiveness (Fig. 3.5) and a value of 0 to all other grid 

cells. The resulting raster was created at a spatial resolution of 0.5° based on center cell assignment 

raster transformation. 

3.4.4 30%-PA scenario 

In the third scenario, the assumed PA coverage was based on the “30 by 30” agenda. We used the 

resulting PA network defined by Jung et al. (2021), which aimed to identify areas of global 

conservation importance for terrestrial biodiversity, maximize carbon retention, and water quality 

regulation using a joint optimization approach, ranking terrestrial conservation priorities globally, 

minimizing the number of threatened species whilst also maximizing carbon retention and water 

quality regulation. They found that protecting the top-ranked 30% of terrestrial land area would 

protect 60.7% of the estimated total carbon stock, 66% of all clean water, and meet conservation 

targets for 57.9% of all species considered, including all extant terrestrial vertebrates (mammals, 

amphibians, birds, and reptiles) and a representative proportion (~41%) of all accepted species in the 

World Checklist of Vascular Plants (Jung et al., 2021). By giving priority to biodiversity alone, 

managing 30% of terrestrial land area may even be sufficient to meet conservation targets for 81.3% 

of terrestrial plant and vertebrate species considered (Jung et al., 2021). We use this data of the top-

ranked 30% of PAs based on biodiversity alone for our “30% PAs” scenario. We downloaded the map 

from this study for the “biodiversity only” setting at 10km resolution in Mollweide projection. To 

match the other data, we reprojected it to a PlateCarree projection and aggregated the data to a 0.5° 

spatial resolution using the nearest-neighbor method. A binary mask was generated, where each grid 

cell within the selected PA was assigned a value of 1, and all other grid cells were assigned a value of 

0.  
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3.4.5 Land use filtering adjusted to PA scenarios 

For the “No explicit PA” scenario, the land use filter was applied to all grid cells globally, as 

described under the “No explicit PA” scenario. When adjusting for the different PA scenarios, ranging 

from the current PA network (WDPA), up to a scenario with 44% of the terrestrial land area being 

protected, we “froze” the grid cells from the respective binary masks in the LUH2 data for each 

scenario at the year 2023 respectively. This means that where the binary masks were located (i.e., the 

respective PAs were located), the land use change projections in the future did not change anymore 

(Fig. 3.5).  
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Fig. 3.5 Schematic overview of the different methodological steps of the land use filtering approach and the 

inclusion of PA scenarios. The process is illustrated over 4 grid cells for a single hypothetical species having 

forested land as habitat preference. 1)  We use SDM output from Hof et al., (2018) as probabilities of 

occurrences. 2) Using the LUH2 dataset (Hurtt et al., 2020), we classify land into five main categories: forested 

land, non-forested land, pasture, cropland, and urban areas. Each species’ habitat preference is determined 

according to the IUCN Habitat Classification Scheme (IUCN, 2023) and matched to the LUH2 land use 

categories following the conversion table from Carlson et al. (2022). 3) We adjust the land use projection by the 

PA scenario by freezing the present-day land use in the grid cells where the PA mask equals 1 (PA present) and 

let land use change occur in the other grid cells where the PA mask equals 0. 4) We filter the SDM output with 

the PA-adjusted LUH2 data by weighting the SDM-derived probabilities of occurrence by the fraction of grid 

cell occupied by suitable land use categories for each species. 5) These weighted probabilities are then summed 

to obtain the total land use-filtered probabilities of occurrences. The same schematic but for limited 

management effectiveness can be found in the supplementary material (Fig. S3.9). 
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However, as this approach also meant avoiding, for example, reforestation efforts and, depending on 

the SSP-RCP scenario, even expanding agricultural area within the PA in the future compared to the 

present state, which is an unrealistic assumption for the PA, we adjusted the approach as follows. We 

first identified natural areas (forested land and non-forested land) and agricultural areas (pasture and 

cropland). For natural areas, the respective fraction of grid cells matching with the respective PA 

scenario binary mask was kept constant in the future at the 2023 state. The fraction of grid cells that 

were identified as agricultural areas in 2023, on the other hand, were not kept constant but can 

change, however, only to either forested or non-forested land. Thus, agriculture could not expand 

within the PAs and reforestation efforts were still possible, depending on the SSP-RCP scenario. For 

all areas outside the PA (i.e., outside the binary masks), the land use change followed the LUH2 

projections as for the No explicit PA scenario without any further constraints (see Fig. S3.10).  

Management effectiveness within PAs can be compromised not only by external pressures such as 

climate and land use change but also by inadequate financial investments (Geldmann, 2019; 

Geldmann et al., 2013; Graham et al., 2021; Lessmann et al., 2024; Watson et al., 2014). The current 

global PA funding gap identified by (Waldron et al., 2020) includes $67.6 billion annually to manage 

existing PAs and an additional $35.5 billion to $110 billion per year for PA expansion, with 69% to 

91% of these costs expected to be incurred in low- and middle-income countries. Insufficient funding 

for PA management undermines their ecological effectiveness, particularly in maintaining 

biodiversity and mitigating external pressures, and exaggerates problems of habitat loss and 

degradation (Jones et al., 2018; Waldron et al., 2020). 

To account for the limited management effectiveness of PAs due to financial constraints, we 

additionally applied a limited effectiveness constraint to all PA scenarios based on the Waldron 

report's effectiveness rate of 23.6%. For all land use categories within PAs, the actual values were 

calculated as a weighted average: 23.6% of the 2023 (frozen) state plus 76.4% of the projected change 

according to the SSP-RCP scenario (Fig. S3.9). This meant that while agricultural expansion was still 

prevented in PAs, and conversion of agricultural land to natural land (including reforestation) was 

allowed, these changes are only 23.6% as effective as they would be without this constraint. Natural 

areas were partially protected from decrease, and potential increases (including reforestation) were 

partially realized, all at this 23.6% effectiveness rate. 

3.4.6 Separation of climate mitigation, sustainable land use, and area-based 

conservation 

To evaluate the impacts of climate change, land use change, and area-based conservation strategies on 

species richness, we first calculated the global mean species richness. This was determined as the 

stacked probability of occurrence under two separate scenarios: climate change alone and land use 

change alone. Climate change effects were calculated by holding land use change constant at 1995 

levels, whereas the effects of land use change were derived by subtracting the impacts of climate 
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change from the total climate and land use change (i.e., total minus climate change). These 

calculations were conducted as the difference between two scenarios, SSP1-RCP2.6 and SSP4-

RCP6.0. 

Next, we integrated the PA expansion scenarios into each SSP-RCP scenario. For SSP1-RCP2.6, the 

effects of area-based conservation were quantified by subtracting the combined impacts of climate 

and land use change without PA expansion from those with PA expansion, with results compared to 

the historical baseline. Similarly, for SSP4-RCP6.0, the impacts of conservation were calculated as the 

difference between scenarios with and without PA expansion, also relative to the historical baseline. 

Finally, the means were normalized against the historical values for climate and land use change from 

1995. This normalization ensured consistent comparisons across scenarios and highlighted the relative 

contributions of area-based conservation strategies to mitigating the effects of climate and land use 

change. 
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3.7 Supplementary materials  

 

Fig. S3.1 Global map of the three PA expansion scenarios included in this study.  

.  
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Fig. S3.2 Same as Fig. 3.1 in main text but for amphibians only. 
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Fig. S3.3 Same as Fig. 3.1 in main text but for birds only. 
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Fig. S3.4 Same as Fig. 3.1 in main text but for mammals only. 
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Fig. S3.5 Future (2080) LUH2 projections frozen at the year 2030 where they overlap with the current 

protected area network (WDPA) data compared to LUH2 in the year 1995. 
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Fig. S3.6 Future (2080) LUH2 projections frozen at the year 2030 where they overlap with a 30% PA scenario 

data compared to LUH2 in the year 1995.  
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Fig. S3.7 Same as Fig. 3.2 but under a limited management effectiveness assumption of 23.6%.  
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Fig. S3.8 Same as Fig. 3.4 but under a limited management effectiveness assumption of 23.6%. 
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Fig. S3.9 Schematic overview of the methodological steps to apply a land use filtering approach and including 

PA masks under a limited effectiveness assumption of 23.6%.  



105 

 

 

 

Fig. S3.10 Schematic overview of the methodological steps behind the agricultural expansion assumption.  
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Abstract 

Understanding the impacts of climate change on vegetation dynamics is critical for biodiversity 

conservation, especially in regions where ecosystems are highly sensitive to climatic variability, such 

as arid and semi-arid lands (ASALs). This study investigates future vegetation dynamics in Kenya 

under two climate change scenarios (RCP4.5 and RCP8.5) using simulations from the adaptive 

dynamic global vegetation model (aDGVM). The model, specifically designed for African 

ecosystems, captures key processes such as fire dynamics, carbon allocation, and the interactions 

between grasses and trees. We focus on woody encroachment—a key phenomenon associated with 

shifts in grass and tree aboveground biomass (AGB)—to detect patterns of change in the savanna 

biome, which supports biodiversity, carbon storage, and livelihoods.  

Our analysis reveals that changes in biome composition are projected for Kenya by the end of the 21st 

century. Forested areas are expected to expand substantially under both RCP scenarios, particularly at 

the expense of savannas and grasslands. Under RCP8.5, the forest biome is projected to increase by 

up to 86.1% compared to present-day, while savanna cover is projected to decrease by up to 21.2%, 

indicating woody encroachment across large portions of the country. Grass AGB shows a more 

gradual increase, with notable interannual variability. The expansion of woody vegetation is 

exacerbated by elevated atmospheric CO2 concentrations, as indicated by suppressed CO2 fertilization 

simulations. However, our comparison of aDGVM outputs with land use projections from the Land 

Use Harmonization 2 (LUH2) dataset suggests that forest expansion driven by climate change alone 

may be overestimated when land use change is not considered, as cropland expansion into natural 

areas could mitigate or even reverse these trends. This study contributes to a deeper understanding of 

potential ecological outcomes under future climate scenarios by identifying regions susceptible to 

biome shifts and woody encroachment. The results provide valuable insights for biodiversity 

conservation, particularly in the context of Kenya’s Vision 2030 development goals.  
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4.1 Introduction 

Climate change drives shifts in ecosystems worldwide, affecting biodiversity, vegetation extent and 

distribution, and ecosystem services (IPBES, 2019). These changes are particularly pronounced in 

arid and semi-arid lands (ASALs), which cover vast areas of Africa and have been shown to be 

particularly vulnerable to hydrological shifts and climate variability (Martens et al., 2022; Trisos et 

al., 2022). Kenya, where ASALs make up over 80% of the land area and support over 90% of its 

wildlife, is especially vulnerable to climate-driven ecosystem transformations (Njoka et al., 2016). 

Kenya's wildlife is a critical economic and cultural asset, contributing substantially to national 

revenue through tourism and providing essential ecosystem services (Ojwang’ et al., 2017). These 

habitats also support renewable energy, water, agriculture, livestock, health, and fisheries sectors 

(Ojwang’ et al., 2017). Recognizing the importance of biodiversity and intact ecosystems, the Kenya 

Vision 2030 aims to conserve wildlife for future generations by protecting key wildlife habitats, 

corridors, and dispersal areas, vital for maintaining landscape connectivity and ecological resilience 

(Ojwang’ et al., 2017). This long-term development plan aims to transform Kenya into a newly 

industrializing, middle-income country with a high quality of life by 2030 in a clean and secure 

environment (Ojwang’ et al., 2017). The country's long-term plan envisions securing all wildlife 

ecosystems to ensure their protection in the face of increasing environmental pressures (Jenkins et al., 

2021). A clear understanding of future vegetation dynamics is required to achieve such conservational 

and sustainable land management goals.  

Savannas and tropical grasslands, key ecosystems in Kenyan ASALs, provide critical habitats for 

wildlife and contribute to overall ecosystem diversity (Njoka et al., 2016). Covering approximately 

20% of the Earth’s land surface, savannas play a critical in the global carbon cycle (Grace et al., 

2006), while on regional scale also supporting millions of people and their livelihoods by providing 

resources for livestock farming, agriculture, resource extraction, and tourism (Moncrieff et al., 2016; 

Stevens et al., 2017). Savannas are a very complex biome, varying widely in ecosystem structure and 

function (Moncrieff et al., 2016). This complexity, combined with their ecological and cultural 

relevance, makes it crucial to understand how different savanna ecosystems may respond to future 

climate change scenarios (Moncrieff et al., 2016; Stevens et al., 2017).  

Despite their importance, savannas face severe threats from habitat degradation, climate change, and 

land use intensification (Kiteme et al., 2021). Among the key climate-driven threats to savannas is 

thus to the habitats of many species is woody encroachment—the increase in abundance of woody 

plants, such as shrubs and bushes, at the expense of herbaceous vegetation– into savannas (Martens et 

al., 2022). The drivers of woody encroachment are multifaceted, including rising atmospheric CO2 

levels, changes in fire regimes, herbivory movement patterns and precipitation patterns (Aleman et al., 

2016; Martens et al., 2022; Venter et al., 2018). Although this process increases total vegetation 
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biomass, it can have detrimental effects on terrestrial biodiversity, particularly on mammalian 

diversity, by altering habitat structure and reducing the availability of food, cover and space (Soto-

Shoender et al., 2018).  

Numerous studies have investigated past and future woody encroachment and broader vegetation 

changes in the savanna ecosystems, emphasizing the importance of modeling future vegetation 

dynamics to better understand climate change’s impacts (Higgins & Scheiter, 2012; Pinheiro et al., 

2022; Stevens et al., 2017). However, most of these studies have been conducted at continental scales 

(e.g., Ardö, 2015; D’Onofrio et al., 2020; Martens et al., 2021, 2022; Pfeiffer et al., 2020; Scheiter et 

al., 2012), leaving a critical gap in assessments on national scale, particularly for Kenya. Previous 

analyses focusing on future vegetation dynamics in Kenya, have relied on statistical models 

(Parracciani et al., 2023). Under high-emission scenarios, their projections indicated an expansion of 

savannas and a decline in forest. Their model was driven by temperature, soil moisture, livestock 

density, and topography but did not account for rising atmospheric CO2 levels, a key factor 

influencing vegetation responses in process-based models (Parracciani et al., 2023).  

The lack of studies assessing climate-driven vegetation shifts in Kenya using DGVMs – particularly 

in relation to woody encroachment represents a major knowledge gap, especially in light of Kenya 

Vision 2030’s goal to protect key ecosystems and ensure sustainable land management. Furthermore, 

land use change must also be considered, as it plays a critical role in shaping future vegetation 

dynamics and ecosystem stability in Kenya (Njoka et al., 2016). This study aims to address these 

knowledge gaps by presenting and analyzing existing simulations of projections of future vegetation 

changes in Kenya due to climate change, with a specific focus on comparing future woody versus 

grassy aboveground biomass (AGB) to detect patterns of woody encroachment. By presenting biome-

level distributions and investigating relative changes in grassy and woody AGB, we aim to understand 

shifts in ecosystem composition over time. Using the adaptive Dynamic Global Vegetation Model 

(aDGVM)- which, unlike other DGVMs, is specifically designed for African ecosystems and savanna 

dynamics- we analyze future biome distributions in Kenya under different climate change scenarios 

(Representative Concentration Pathways; RCPs). To take initial steps toward assessing the combined 

impacts of climate and land use change on a regional scale, we made an ad hoc comparison of future 

land use change projections from the Land Use Harmonization 2 dataset onto the aDGVM vegetation 

projections to understand potential compounded impacts on vegetation distribution and biodiversity. 
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4.2 Methods  

4.2.1 Adaptive dynamic global vegetation model simulations  

aDGVM is a process-based model specifically developed for tropical and subtropical grass-tree 

ecosystems (see Scheiter & Higgins, 2009 for more details). It is an individual-based model, 

incorporating adaptive modules for phenology, carbon allocation, and fire (Prentice et al., 2007; 

Scheiter & Higgins, 2009). In aDGVM, the leaf phenology and allocation are a function of resource 

availability. Carbon is preferentially allocated to roots when water is limited, allowing plants to 

improve water uptake. Similarly, carbon is allocated to stems when light is limited, or a fire removes 

AGB (Scheiter & Higgins, 2009). The daily carbon fixation rate for each individual is influenced by 

temperature, atmospheric CO2, photosynthetically active radiation (PAR), stomatal conductance, and 

competition for light and water. Leaf phenology responds to photosynthetic rates, water availability, 

and temperature. Grasses are represented as "super-individuals" simulating grass underneath and 

between tree canopies, while individual trees are tracked for root, stem, leaf biomass, carbon status, 

phenology, and fire responses. The aDGVM includes both C3 and C4 grasses (Scheiter et al., 2012). 

Fire shapes the tree population by reducing establishment rates and increasing the mortality of small 

trees (<2 m), which are often "topkilled" by fire, forcing them to resprout repeatedly. Repeated topkill 

compromises the carbon balance, increasing the likelihood of mortality unless several fire-free years 

allow trees to grow large enough to escape the "fire trap" (Bond & Midgley, 2000; Scheiter & 

Higgins, 2009). Savanna trees have higher resprouting rates than forest trees and can therefore persist 

in fire-driven ecosystems whereas forest trees are excluded (Scheiter et al., 2012). 

For this study, we used the aDGVM simulations conducted by Martens et al. (2021). The simulation 

design is described in detail in Martens et al. (2021).  The aDGVM was forced with daily climate data 

from six global climate models (GCMs; ACCESS, CCSM4, CNRM, GFDL, MPI, NorESM1M) 

which were part of the Coupled Model Intercomparison Project 5 (CMIP5). These climate inputs were 

downscaled for Africa to a 0.5° resolution with the conformal-cubic atmospheric model (CCAM) 

(McGregor & Dix, 2008), a mechanistic atmospheric model, forced with bias-corrected sea surface 

temperature and sea ice data derived from the GCMs (Engelbrecht et al., 2015) for both RCP4.5 and 

RCP8.5 scenarios. Soil parameters for the simulations were based on the Global Soil Data Task Group 

(2000). A spin-up period of 210 years was run first based on the ensemble of climate data from the six 

GCMs over Africa to allow vegetation to reach an equilibrium state, followed by a transient phase 

using CCAM-derived climate data covering 1971–2099. Vegetation dynamics in each 0.5° grid cell 

were modeled using a 1-hectare stand simulation, which was scaled to the full grid cell under the 

assumption of homogeneity. For each RCP scenario, the results were averaged across the ensemble of 

six aDGVM simulations for subsequent analyses (Martens et al., 2022). 
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The simulated vegetation was categorized into seven biome types: desert, C3 and C4 grasslands, C3 

and C4 savannas, woodland, and forest. The classification is based on a thresholding of simulated tree 

cover, grass AGB, and the relative abundance of tree cover and grass types (Martens et al., 2021; 

Scheiter et al., 2012). Grasslands are defined by a minimum AGB threshold (Martens et al., 2021; 

Scheiter et al., 2018) and savannas are distinct from woodlands by the dominance of savanna or forest 

tree types, which is closely linked to fire dynamics. Fire plays a critical role in shaping biome 

composition by influencing tree establishment and mortality, particularly in fire-prone ecosystems 

where frequent fires maintain open-canopy savannas while limiting the expansion of woodlands and 

forests (Martens et al., 2021).  

4.2.2 Derivation of potential natural vegetation maps    

The aDGVM outputs were post-processed to generate present-day and future potential natural 

vegetation maps (PNVMs) and tree cover maps for Kenya. For this, we processed rasterized biome 

grids for three periods: 2000–2019 (present-day), 2080–2099 under RCP4.5, and 2080–2099 under 

RCP8.5. The biome projections with spatial resolutions aligned to 0.5° × 0.5° grid cells were provided 

for the whole continent of Africa. Thus, we masked the biome data to the extent of Kenya using the 

country’s shapefile from the Natural Earth dataset (resolution: 1:110m).  The biome data were then 

visualized on latitude-longitude axes with consistent boundaries (longitude: 33°–42°E; latitude: -5°–

6°N) across all projections for the biome categories defined and used in previous studies (Martens et 

al., 2021). Additionally, we have added a mask to delineate counties classified as ASALs based on 

data from Chepkochei et al. (2024).   

4.2.3 Land use change projections  

We conducted an ad hoc comparison between the aDGVM simulation outputs to land use change 

projections. We used historical and future data from the Land Use Harmonization 2 (LUH2) dataset 

(Hurtt et al., 2020). The data comes at a 0.25° resolution and thus had first to be aggregated to the 0.5° 

resolution grid of the aDGVM output. All data before 2015 constitutes historical data and are based on 

historical reconstructions and remote sensing data (Hurtt et al., 2020). After 2015, data are based on 

projections from Integrated Assessment Models (IAMs) under different Shared Socioeconomic 

Pathways (SSPs) and Representative Concentration Pathways (RCPs). To match the climate scenarios 

run for aDGVM, we selected the IAM projections for SSP2-RCP4.5 and SSP5-RCP8.5. The IAM 

projection for SSP2-RCP4.5 is based on MESSGAE-GLOBIOM, an energy system model coupled 

with the Global Biosphere Management Model (GLOBIOM), a land use dynamics model (Havlik et 

al., 2011). SSP2-RCP4.5 is a low stabilization scenario that never exceeds 4.5 W m−2 (∼ 650 ppm 

CO2 equivalent) before 2100. SSP5-RCP8.5 is a scenario based on rapid and resource-intensive 

development coupled with very high levels of fossil fuel use, tripling greenhouse gas emissions over 

the course of the century. The scenario is based on the REMIND-MAgPIE IAM framework consisting 
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of the Regionalized Model of Investment and Development (REMIND) and the Model of Agriculture 

Production and its Impacts on the Environment (MAgPIE) (Hurtt et al., 2020; Kriegler et al., 2017).  

The 12 LUH2 land use categories were aggregated into five generalized land cover classes: forested 

land, non-forested land, pasture, cropland, and urban, based on the classification framework of 

Powers & Jetz (2019). Specifically, primary and potentially forested secondary lands were grouped as 

"forested land", while primary and potentially non-forested secondary lands were categorized as "non-

forested land". Managed pastures and rangelands were combined into the "pasture" class, and the five 

distinct crop types were consolidated under "cropland". 

4.2.4 Comparison to other datasets  

To assess projected climate changes, three bioclimatic variables were masked to the extent of Kenya, 

namely mean annual temperature, annual precipitation, and precipitation seasonality. The first two 

variables represent annual trends, whereas precipitation seasonality indicates the annual range in 

precipitation. For each GCM-driven and RCP scenario, we then computed the model ensemble mean 

by averaging the six GCM-derived bioclimatic variables. The present-day mean was calculated once 

and compared against the future means for RCP4.5 and RCP8.5 to produce spatial difference maps 

(future minus historical values). 

To compare woody versus grassy AGB, we visualized the relative change in grass and tree AGB over 

time for the two scenarios, RCP4.5 and RCP8.5. Separate subplots were used for RCP4.5 and RCP8.5 

to facilitate comparison.  

We compared the same simulated AGB outputs from aDGVM to the Joint UK Land Environment 

Simulator (JULES-ES) AGB outputs. JULES-ES is driven by GCMs from the CMIP6 Inter-Sectoral 

Impact Model Intercomparison Project Phase 3b (ISIMIP3b) projections. The JULES-ES land surface 

model was run at a 0.5° spatial resolution and included key components such as TRIFFID for dynamic 

vegetation, TRIFFID-Crop for managed land, nitrogen limitation, river routing, land use change, and 

the INFERNO fire module (Mathison et al., 2023). 

We compare the AGB outputs of aDGVM and JULES-ES for Kenya against observational estimates 

of total AGB. To assess the agreement between model outputs and observations, we use Taylor 

diagrams to visualize the standard deviation, correlation, and centered root mean square error (RMSE) 

of the AGB estimates. The observational datasets included ESA’s Biomass Climate Change Initiative 

global maps of AGB for 2010, derived from Earth observation data from Sentinel-1, Envisat’s ASAR, 

and ALOS-1 and 2 (Santoro & Cartus, 2021). Additionally, NASA’s Global Aboveground and 

Belowground Biomass Carbon Density maps for 2010, at a 300-m spatial resolution, provided 

harmonized estimates of biomass carbon density (Spawn & Gibbs, 2020). Both datasets were 
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aggregated to the 0.5° spatial resolution of the model simulations with a nearest-neighboring 

technique to ensure consistency in the spatial comparison. 

In addition to the above-described comparisons, we also compared two land cover products to the 

present-day aDGVM simulations by re-categorizing the land cover categories to match the aDGVM 

biome classifications. We used two land cover maps, the ESA WorldCover at a 10m resolution of the 

year 2021 (Zanaga et al., 2022) and the Kenya Sentinel-2 Land Use Land Cover (LULC) 2016 dataset 

(Regional Centre for Mapping of Resources for Development (RCMRD), European Space Agency 

(ESA), 2016). The ESA WorldCover product is based on Sentinel-1 and Sentinel-2 data and classifies 

land cover according to the UN-FAO's Land Cover Classification System. The ESA WorldCover 2021 

v200 map is an updated version of the 2020 map and features improved algorithms for increased 

accuracy (Zanaga et al., 2022). The dataset was aggregated to match the 0.5° spatial resolution of the 

model simulations using a majority aggregation technique to align with the model's spatial 

framework. The Kenya Sentinel-2 Land Use Land Cover (LULC) 2016 dataset was used to provide 

region-specific land cover information for Kenya. This dataset represents a land cover map clipped 

from Sentinel-2 global data. The dataset includes classes such as forests, settlements, and other land 

use types for the year 2016 (RCMRD, ESA, 2016). The dataset was also aggregated to a 0.5° spatial 

resolution using a majority aggregation method. Land use categories were reclassified to match the 

seven biome classifications used in aDGVM to ensure compatibility with its vegetation framework 

(Table S4.1). 

4.3 Results  

4.3.1 Present-day biomes and comparison to observational data  

The present-day biome distribution, according to the aDGVM generated PNVM, shows a dominance 

of C4 savanna (325.27 kkm², 51% of the area), forest (118.28 kkm², 19%), and woodland (105.14 

kkm², 17%; Fig. 4.1A, Fig. S4.1).  Savanna is mainly found in eastern Kenya. In central and western 

Kenya, forest is the most dominant biome. Grassland occupies a region in northwest Kenya with a 

total area of 10% (C4 grassland: 65.71 kkm²) and desert covers 9.86 kkm² (3%; Fig. 4.1A, Fig. S4.1). 

C3 grassland and C3 savanna are not simulated in the present-day PNVM (; Fig. 4.1A, Fig. S4.1).  

The spatial comparison between the aDGVM present-day PNVM and land cover maps derived from 

Sentinel data and an ESA product reveals a mixed pattern of agreement and discrepancies (Fig. 4.1B). 

The aDGVM simulations consistently overestimate the extent of the forest biomes, particularly when 

compared to the Sentinel-derived land cover map. aDGVM also overestimates the presence of C4 

savanna compared to Sentinel but is more realistic when compared to the ESA WorldCover product 

(Fig. 4.1B&C). The Sentinel land cover map indeed shows a broader distribution of the C4 grassland 
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biome, spread across much of the country, which covers a large part of the C4 Savanna area compared 

to ESA WorldCover.  

Despite these differences, all datasets agree that C4 savanna is the dominant biome, with minimal 

representation in southwestern Kenya. The ESA land cover map suggests an even greater extent of C4 

savanna compared to the Sentinel map but also shows a higher number of grid cells classified as C4 

grassland compared to the aDGVM output. Notably, the southwestern forested region identified in the 

aDGVM PNVM is also captured in the ESA land cover map, indicating some agreement in this area 

(Fig. 4.1C). For both the Sentinel and ESA land cover maps, the dominant biome categories include 

C4 savanna, C4 grassland, and forest. Additionally, the Sentinel map includes the "other" category, 

reflecting areas that could not be categorized within the aDGVM biomes used in this study.  

Beyond biome classification, the comparison of total AGB simulations between aDGVM and JULES 

for Kenya shows that JULES achieves stronger agreement with observational data (Fig S4.2) The 

aDGVM simulations exhibit a correlation coefficient of 0.27 with ESA AGB observations and 0.27 

with NASA AGB observations (Fig. S.4.1A). In contrast, JULES demonstrates higher correlations, 

with values of 0.47 and 0.51 for ESA and NASA observations, respectively (Fig. S.4.1B).  

 

Fig. 4.1 Comparison of simulated aDGVM present-day PNVM (A) compared to two land cover maps (see 

Methods) from ESA WorldCover 2021 dataset (B) and Kenya Sentinel-2 LULC 2016 dataset (C). 

4.3.2 Projected shifts in biomes and bioclimatic variables  

The future projections of the PNVM for RCP4.5 show a noticeable increase in forest area with an 

increase of 86.11% compared to the present-day extent (Fig. 4.2A; Fig. S4.1). The expansion occurs 

mainly into C4 savanna (-2.02%) and woodland (-43.75%). Nevertheless, savanna is projected to 

remain the main biome as it also expands into grassland areas in western Kenya, reducing C4 

grassland by 85% and desert by 17% compared to the present-day extent. C3 savanna (6.57 kkm²) and 

C3 grassland (3.29 kkm²) are projected to appear in western Kenya.  
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Under RCP8.5, the changes towards forested biomes are even more exacerbated with an additional 

expansion of 75.57 kkm² into savanna regions (-21.21% compared to present-day climate; Fig. 4.2B, 

Fig. S4.1). Forest is thus projected to become the dominant biome over the period 2080-2099 (Fig. 

S4.1). Also, woodland is projected to decrease drastically by 78.12% under RCP8.5 compared to 

present-day PNVM. C4 and C3 grasslands are projected to occupy a larger area under RCP8.5 (16.43 

kkm2 and RCP8.5: 13.14 kkm²; respectively) than RCP4.5 (9.86 kkm2 and 3.29 kkm²; respectively) 

(Fig. S4.1).  

These biome shifts are closely related to the spatial patterns of bioclimatic changes. The analysis of 

the bioclimatic variables shows that the areas with the highest temperature increase (leading to a shift 

in vegetation) are in Central to West Kenya (Fig. S4.3). This region currently experiences lower 

temperatures due to its topography, but under RCP8.5, warming is intensified, likely due to a change 

in albedo from snow melt (Fig. S4.3). Additionally, this region (Central-West Kenya) is where the 

uncertainties of the climate models are high (Fig. S4.4). For future precipitation changes, we find the 

strongest increase in annual precipitation in both scenarios in eastern and northern Kenya (Fig. S.4.5). 

Furthermore, the largest increase in annual precipitation is in line with projected biome shifts from 

forests into former savanna regions. The uncertainty from the climate models is especially large over 

the Mount Kenya region and is exacerbated in RCP8.5 (Fig. S4.6). The precipitation seasonality also 

differs greatly depending on the climate scenario. While under RCP4.5, it mainly decreases, with 

some exceptions in Southern Kenya, it increases under RCP8.5 everywhere, except on the 

southeastern coast (Fig. S4.7).  

 

Fig. 4.2 PNVM of consensus biome type simulated by the aDGVM for (A) future RCP4.5 (2080 – 2099) and (B) 

RCP8.5 (2080-2099).  
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4.3.3 Projected tree cover change  

Changes in tree cover, simulated as a state variable, drive biome shifts when certain thresholds are 

crossed. Substantial increases in tree cover can lead to shifts in biome classification, with woody 

encroachment potentially transitioning savannas toward more forested states, particularly under 

elevated CO2 conditions (Bond & Midgley, 2012; Higgins & Scheiter, 2012; Martens et al., 2021) 

Interestingly, our projections indicate a general increase in tree cover across most regions of Kenya, 

with notable exceptions in southwestern Kenya (Fig. 4.3). In this region, decreases in tree cover 

coincide with a projected decline in precipitation, rising temperatures, and an expansion of grasslands, 

woodlands, and savanna areas into former forested regions (Figs. 4.2, S4.3 and S4.5). 

This suggests that tree cover changes are not solely driven by forest encroachment into savannas but 

also occur extensively within regions projected to remain classified as savannas under both climate 

scenarios. This indicates woody encroachment into savannas (Fig. 4.3).  

 

Fig. 4.3 Projected changes in tree cover across Kenya for the future (2080-2099) relative to present-day (2000-

2019) for (A) RCP4.5 and (B) RCP8.5 respectively.  

4.3.4 Woody encroachment and the trends of woody and grassy aboveground biomass 

The relative change in grass AGB under RCP4.5 and RCP8.5 demonstrates a gradual increase over 

time, but with notable differences in magnitude and variability between the two scenarios. For 

RCP4.5, grassy AGB steadily increases, reaching 39.32% (± 19.18%) relative change in 2080-2099 

compared to the historical baseline (20-year mean over 2000-2019; Fig. 4.4A). Nonetheless, the 

interannual variability is evident. Conversely, under the higher RCP8.5 emission scenario, grassy 

AGB exhibits a sharper increase, especially after 2020, reaching 84.35% (± 27.76%) relative change 

by the end of the century (Fig. 4.4A).   
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On the other hand, the relative change in tree AGB, closely tied to woody encroachment, shows a 

more pronounced and consistent increase compared to grass AGB under both scenarios. Under 

RCP4.5, tree AGB increases and then levels off towards the end of the century, reaching a relative 

change of 81.03% (± 17.41%) compared to the baseline (Fig. 4.4B). The uncertainty range mostly 

remains narrow throughout the century and notably increases towards the end of the century. Under 

RCP8.5, the relative change in tree AGB continues to increase without leveling off as in RCP4.5, 

reaching up to 137.43% (± 27.36) by 2100 (Fig. 4.4B). Notably, the uncertainty range broadens 

considerably after 2050.  

The temporal evolution of total AGB projections under different RCPs and CO2 assumptions (eCO2: 

elevated CO2, fCO2: fixed CO2) shows that the largest differences in AGB projections arise from 

differences in CO2 fertilization (eCO2 vs. fCO2) rather than the RCPs (RCP4.5 vs. RCP8.5; Fig. S4.8). 

 

Fig. 4.4 Relative change for grassy (A) compared with tree (B) AGB. The solid line represents the mean relative 

change to the baseline period (first 20 years) for the scenarios RCP4.5 and RCP8.5 and displays the mean over 

the six GCM-driven aDGVM simulations. The shaded areas represent the uncertainty range, defined as the 

difference between the minimum and maximum relative changes at each timestep.  
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4.3.5 Comparison of aDGVM simulations to land use change projections 

In this section, we analyze how projected land use changes, specifically cropland, and pasture 

expansion, compare to the projected biome shifts from aDGVM in Kenya. While previous sections 

have outlined the climate-driven changes in vegetation and tree cover, here we assess how land use 

may reinforce or counteract these trends.  

In the present-day aDGVM biome distribution, the land use category non-forested land is simulated to 

be mainly found in C4 savannas (Fig. 4.5A). ‘Pasture, however, is distributed more broadly across all 

simulated biomes, with the largest fraction also in C4 savannas, followed by woodland, forest, and C4 

grassland. Cropland is found also in all simulated biomes, however, makes up less total land use 

fraction than pasture. Forest is represented in the forest biome, but to a lesser extent than the other 

land use categories (Fig. 4.5A).  

Keeping the biomes as present-day, the future projections for SSP2-RCP4.5 of land use indicate a 

decrease of non-forested land and cropland within the C4 savanna biome at the expense of an increase 

in pasture in the future. Also, in the forest biome, cropland is projected to be the dominant land use 

category, followed by non-forested land and cropland, with forest being the lowest represented land 

use category (Fig. 4.5B).  

RCP8.5 is mainly projected to differ with regards to the land use category representation in the C4 

savanna biome, where non-forested land is higher than under RCP4.5 and cropland makes out a much 

smaller part than pasture. In the forest biome, the forest land use category is also projected to 

represent the smallest part, with cropland projected to be the dominant land use category in this 

scenario, followed by natural land and pasture (Fig. 4.5C).  

This is in line with our projections for tree cover and cropland expansion, which indicate a general 

increase in tree cover across most regions of Kenya (Fig. 4.3). Under RCP4.5, tree cover is projected 

to expand from 11.43% (2000–2019) to 15.86% (2080–2099), while under RCP8.5, it increases from 

11.36% to 17.28%. This corresponds to a net increase of 4.44% and 5.92%, respectively. However, 

cropland expansion is projected to be significantly larger, particularly under SSP2-4.5, where cropland 

area is expected to increase from 8.85% to 31.27% (a 22.42% rise). Even under the more extreme 

SSP5-8.5 scenario, cropland expansion (from 8.85% to 20.33%) still outpaces tree cover gains. 
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Fig. 4.5 Distribution of LUH2 land use categories per biome simulated by aDGVM in Kenya. (A) Shows the 

total land use fraction from LUH2 (Hurtt et al., 2020) per biome according to the present-day aDGVM PNVM 

(Fig. 4.1A) show the projected LUH2 land use fractions as total land use fraction per biome according to the 

present-day aDGVM PNVM for SSP2-RCP4.5 (B) and SSP5-RCP8.5 (C). For each grid cell of each biome 

class, the fraction of grid cells from the land use categories were counted and summed up to give a total land 

use fraction per land use category within each biome class.  

4.4 Discussion and conclusions  

This study aimed to assess climate-driven vegetation shifts in Kenya, with a particular focus on 

woody encroachment, by using the adaptive Dynamic Global Vegetation Model (aDGVM) to project 

future changes in biome composition and AGB under different climate scenarios. Our findings 

highlight the substantial biome shifts projected in Kenya under both RCP4.5 and RCP8.5, 

emphasizing the potential climate-driven transformation of the country’s ecosystems. The PNVMs 

derived from the aDGVM suggest that forests will expand substantially at the expense of savannas 

and grasslands by the end of the century. Specifically, savanna, the current dominant biome, is 

projected to decrease by up to 21.2%, with forest area increasing by 86.1% and becoming the 

dominant biome under the RCP8.5 scenario. This projected reduction in savanna towards forest cover 

contrasts the finding of Parracciani et al. (2023), who found, based on standard national-scale remote 

sensing indices and statistical models, under the same high-emission scenario that savannas expand at 

the expense of forested areas using a statistical model approach driven by environmental variables, 

including temperature, soil moisture, livestock density, and topography. They noted a forest re-

expansion in southwestern Kenya between 2050 and 2100 due to increased soil moisture and milder 

temperature increases in that region. This divergence underscores the influence of different modeling 

approaches on projected vegetation outcomes (Parracciani et al., 2023). Their projections did not 

detect woody encroachment. This may be due to differences in used models and data sources, as 

remote sensing indices reflect existing vegetation conditions that can already show signs of land 

degradation. In contrast, the aDGVM relies on GCM inputs and mechanistic processes, representing 
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ecological interactions such as competition, fire dynamics, and CO2 fertilization effects explicitly. 

However, differences in projections, as highlighted by Martens et al. (2021), can often be attributed to 

varying modeling methodologies and climate datasets.  

Furthermore, as emphasized by Midgley & Bond (2015) and Moncrieff et al. (2016), projections of 

African terrestrial ecosystems can vary significantly due to differences in modeling approaches and 

contrasting precipitation scenarios. Given that African ecosystems are largely disturbance-driven, 

statistical modeling approaches such as Species Distribution Models (SDMs) may be unreliable in 

novel environmental conditions and often fail to incorporate competitive interactions (Zurell et al., 

2020). Process-based models like the aDGVM, designed to represent physiological processes, offer an 

alternative approach that explicitly incorporates these dynamics. Our analysis, based on simulations 

from Martens et al. (2021), aligns with previous continental-scale studies using aDGVM, that 

projected AGB change was driven by CO2 fertilization also in Kenya. Stevens et al. (2017) 

documented widespread woody encroachment across African savannas and noted that regions with 

low initial woody cover are more susceptible to rapid encroachment due to reduced competitive 

constraints. This pattern aligns with our findings that open savannas in Kenya are the most vulnerable 

to encroachment. Additionally, our study supports research projecting increased woody cover in 

response to elevated atmospheric CO2 levels, as discussed by Higgins & Scheiter (2012) and Martens 

et al. (2021). 

Precipitation trends introduce a major source of uncertainty in vegetation projections for East Africa, 

including Kenya (Jenkins et al., 2021). Our analysis indicates that eastern Kenya may experience 

increased annual precipitation, potentially supporting forest expansion, while western Kenya, 

currently a forested region, may face reduced rainfall and increased temperatures, leading to 

ecosystem stress. This aligns with studies such as those by Gebrechorkos et al. (2023) and Messmer et 

al. (2024), which indicate overall increases in projected precipitation based on different global or 

regional climate models. Precipitation has been identified as a key correlate of woody encroachment, 

with high-rainfall sites more prone to fluctuations in woody cover (Messmer et al., 2024; Stevens et 

al., 2017). Messmer et al. (2024) further demonstrated that regional precipitation patterns primarily 

shape grass species distributions, while temperature largely determines the maximum elevation that 

grass species can inhabit. 

Woody encroachment has profound implications for biodiversity. Encroaching woody plants alter 

ecosystem characteristics by modifying vegetation structure and microclimates, impacting a wide 

range of species, including wildlife (Selemani et al., 2019). Soto-Shoender et al. (2018) projected 

reduced species richness in encroached savannas, highlighting that structural changes in vegetation 

can compromise ecosystem functioning and biodiversity. Additionally, tree cover change has been 

linked to habitat loss (Aleman et al., 2016), which in turn is an important driver for biodiversity loss 
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(Martens et al., 2022). Whilst Martens et al. (2022) showed increases in tree cover on the continental 

scale, indicating habitat loss in savanna and grassland, we have shown an increase in tree cover also 

for Kenya in savanna and grassland biome, reinforcing projected habitat loss. Aleman et al. (2016) 

have pointed out that even though tree cover is projected to increase, this is not automatically 

beneficial for biodiversity as they have also shown increased forest fragmentation, which further 

exacerbates biodiversity loss.  

Human pressure, as land use change is another critical factor that influences biome distributions. Our 

comparison of aDGVM outputs with land use projections from the LUH2 dataset suggests that forest 

expansion driven by climate change alone may be overestimated when land use dynamics are 

excluded. LUH2 projections indicate cropland expansion into natural areas, which could mitigate or 

even reverse forest expansion trends. However, even with land use change considered, savannas 

remain vulnerable to habitat degradation and biodiversity loss.  

Several limitations of our study should be acknowledged. The aDGVM does not include nutrient 

limitations, which may lead to an overestimation of the CO2 fertilization effect (Hickler et al., 2015). 

Nutrient availability, for example, nitrogen and phosphorus, plays a crucial role in moderating plant 

responses to elevated CO2. Previous studies (e.g., Martens et al., 2021) have explored the CO2 

fertilization effect and demonstrated the continued utility of aDGVM despite this limitation. 

Furthermore, we acknowledge that biome classifications vary across studies and influence the 

interpretation of vegetation distribution patterns (Fischer et al., 2022; Scheiter et al., 2024). This 

underscores the need for caution when comparing results across different models and classification 

schemes. Nonetheless, the here used classifications have been employed in previous studies, allowing 

for comparison of the results.   

Another limitation is that our study does not simulate the influence of animals on vegetation 

dynamics. Both wild and domestic animals can significantly shape savanna ecosystems and contribute 

to potential biome shifts. Several DGVM studies have incorporated animal-vegetation interactions in 

a management context (e.g., Pachzelt et al., 2013; Pfeiffer et al., 2019; Scheiter et al., 2019). Including 

for example, African elephant impacts in future studies could enhance the realism of modeled savanna 

dynamics and improve our understanding of vegetation responses to climate and land use change 

(Scheiter & Higgins, 2012). 

Comparing aDGVM outputs with observational datasets reveals notable discrepancies, particularly in 

biome classifications. While previous studies have demonstrated good agreement between aDGVM 

simulations and vegetation maps across Africa (Scheiter & Higgins, 2009), our comparisons indicate 

only fair agreement. However, variations even among the observational datasets and land cover maps 

derived from remote sensing data themselves show substantial variations and disagreement. Further, 

they include land use change, while this is not accounted for in aDGVM. Nevertheless, we do believe 
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aDGVM to be the most suitable DGVM for such a study, due to the inability of many other DGVMs 

to simulate savanna distribution correctly (Scheiter & Higgins, 2009). Furthermore, this research is 

particularly valuable as there is little research on the future vegetation distribution for Kenya.  

Future research should integrate dynamic land use change scenarios into DGVMs to enhance 

projections of biome distributions. Additionally, incorporating nutrient cycling processes and 

improving regional climate model outputs for East Africa could refine projections further. This 

knowledge is particularly crucial for informing biodiversity conservation strategies and wildlife 

corridor planning within Kenya's Vision 2030 framework. Understanding future vegetation dynamics 

is essential for developing adaptive management plans that support ecosystem resilience and 

biodiversity conservation in the face of climate change and land use pressures. 
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4.7 Supplementary materials 

 

 

Fig. S4.1 Projected biome extent indicated in, given in thousand square kilometers [kkm2] and percentage [%] 

for present-day (2000-2019) and future simulations of aDGVM over Kenya.  
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Fig. S4.2 Talyor diagrams for AGB comparing present-day (2000-2019) aDGVM and JULES simulations to 

observational data from ESA (A) and NASA (B; see Methods).  
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Fig. S4.3 CMIP5 GCM ensemble for mean annual temperature [°C] for present-day climate (A), future 

projections under RCP4.5 (B) and RCP8.5 (D), and the respective differences between future and present-day 

climates (C, E). The difference maps (C, E) illustrate projected temperature changes for the future compared to 

the present-day period for RCP4.5 and RCP8.5, respectively.  

  



133 

 

 

 

Fig. S4.4 Temperature uncertainty, given as the standard or mean annual temperature [°C] over all GCM for  

the future (2080-2099) under (A) RCP4.5 and (B) RCP8.5.  
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Fig. S4.5 CMIP5 GCM ensemble for mean annual precipitation [mm] for present-day climate (A), future 

projections under RCP4.5 (B) and RCP8.5 (D), and the respective differences between future and present-day 

climates (C, E). The difference maps (C, E) illustrate projected precipitation changes for the future compared to 

the present-day period for RCP4.5 and RCP8.5, respectively.  
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Fig. S4.6 Precipitation uncertainty, given as the standard deviation for mean annual precipitation [mm] over  

all GCM for the future (2080-2099) under (A) RCP4.5 and (B) RCP8.5.  
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Fig. S4.7 CMIP5 GCM ensemble for precipitation seasonality (i.e. annual range in precipitation) [mm] for 

present-day climate (A), future projections under RCP4.5 (B) and RCP8.5 (D), and the respective differences 

between future and present-day climates (C, E). The difference maps (C, E) illustrate projected precipitation 

seasonality changes for the future compared to the present-day period for RCP4.5 and RCP8.5, respectively.  
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Fig. S4.8 Comparison of total AGB over Kenya for two RCP scenarios (RCP4.5 and RCP8.5) and two CO2 

assumptions (eCO2: elevated CO2, fCO2: fixed CO2). For the eCO2 simulation design, CO2 increased according 

to the RCP2. For the fCO2 set up the simulations were repeated with climate conditions following the two RCP 

scenarios but with CO2 rising only to 400ppm and then keeping it fixed at that level (Martens et al., 2021).  
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Table S4.1 Reclassification of observed land cover categories into biome classifications used in the aDGVM 

simulations.   

aDGVM  Kenya Sentienl-2 LULC 2016 ESA WorldCover 2021 

Desert   

C4 grassland 3 Grassland 30 grassland, 90 herbaceous 

wetland 

C3 grassland   

C3 savanna   

C4 savanna 2 Shrub cover, 6 lichen 

mosses/sparse vegetation, 7 bare 

areas 

20 shrubland, bare/sparse 

vegetation, 100 moss and lichen 

Woodland  95 mangroves 

Forest 1 tree cover 10 tree cover 
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Chapter 5  

Summary and conclusions 

This thesis identifies and addresses key knowledge gaps in biodiversity research, specifically: (1) the 

lack of integrated climate and land use change projections in species distribution models (SDMs), (2) 

limited assessments of protected area (PA) effectiveness under future climate and land use change, 

and (3) the need for regional-scale biodiversity assessment studies in highly vulnerable arid and semi-

arid lands (ASALs). To tackle these gaps, I investigated how climate change, land use change, and 

their combined effects impact future biodiversity at both global and regional scales. At the global 

scale, I integrated land use change projections into climate-driven SDMs. At the regional scale, I 

assessed climate-driven vegetation dynamics using a dynamic global vegetation model (DGVM) and 

compared these with land use change projections. 

5.1 Climate and land use change impacts on future biodiversity under different 

scenarios 

In addressing the first two posed research questions of how climate change and land use change 

impact biodiversity and their relative importance under different scenarios, the first global assessment 

(Chapter 2) demonstrates that climate change and land use change are both major drivers of 

biodiversity loss, with their relative importance varying by scenario and region. Climate-driven 

biodiversity loss is projected to scale with emissions, with higher projected losses under higher-

emission scenarios. Land use change is highly scenario-dependent. Under SSP1-RCP2.6, land use 

change is projected to alleviate climate-driven biodiversity loss, whereas under SSP4-RCP6.0, land 

use change exacerbates biodiversity loss.  

The findings further indicate that climate change is projected to drive species shifts toward higher 

latitudes, while land use change either facilitates or constrains these shifts, depending on the scenario. 

In the mid-to lower-latitude regions, both drivers contribute to projected biodiversity loss. Sub-

Saharan Africa emerges as a high-risk region, where projected deforestation and pasture expansion 

under SSP4-RCP6.0 make land use change the dominant driver of biodiversity loss. Consequently, the 

regional analysis focuses on a sub-Saharan country characterized by distinct ecosystem challenges in 

its ASALs. At the regional scale (Chapter 4), climate-driven vegetation shifts in Kenya indicate 

increasing woody encroachment under the high-emission scenario, reducing savanna biomes critical 

for biodiversity. However, when land use change is incorporated, cropland expansion surpasses the 

projected tree cover increase under SSP2-RCP4.5. 
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5.2 Ecological effectiveness of PA expansion  

We also assessed how effective different PA expansion strategies are in mitigating biodiversity loss 

under future climate and land use change (Chapter 3). Results show that climate mitigation and 

sustainable land use consistently provide stronger projected biodiversity benefits than PA expansion 

alone. Climate mitigation prevents a projected 0.85 percentage point loss in global mean species 

richness, while sustainable land use prevents an 8.58 percentage point loss by 2080 under SSP4-

RCP6.0. We have shown that expanding PAs to 30% can reduce projected biodiversity loss, but 

benefits diminish when management effectiveness of the PAs is limited.  

5.3 Climate-driven vegetation shifts and land use change impacts in Kenya 

The regional case study of Kenya (Chapter 4) further highlights the complexity of biodiversity 

responses to climate and land use change. By the end of the 21st century, Kenya’s vegetation is 

projected to undergo substantial shifts, with forests expanding at the expense of savannas and 

grasslands under both RCP4.5 and RCP8.5. Under RCP8.5, forest biomes may increase by up to 

86.1%, while savanna cover could decline by up to 21.2%, signifying woody encroachment. This 

encroachment is driven by elevated atmospheric CO2 levels, altered precipitation patterns, and rising 

temperatures (Aleman et al., 2016; Martens et al., 2022; Venter et al., 2018). However, land use 

pressures, such as agricultural expansion, may counteract these trends, altering the extent of woody 

encroachment and emphasizing the need for an integrated assessment approach. 

5.4 Bridging global and regional biodiversity assessments 

This thesis provides key advancements in understanding future biodiversity change driven by climate 

and land use change at global and regional scales. The first global assessment offers novel insights 

into the scenario- and region-dependent combined and relative importance of these drivers, shining 

light on where climate or land use change is the dominant factor. To achieve this, a methodological 

advancement in biodiversity modeling was necessary. In this thesis, I developed and presented a 

modeling framework that enables the incorporation of land use change projections from integrated 

assessment models (IAMs) into climate-driven SDMs through a land use filtering approach. 

Furthermore, I highlight the need for regional-scale studies by demonstrating the uneven global 

impact patterns of climate and land use change. Thus, at the regional scale, this thesis addresses a 

critical knowledge gap by providing new insights into climate-driven vegetation changes in Kenya, a 

region characterized by its large ASAL extent. Using a DGVM, Chapter 4 of this thesis examines 

potential vegetation shifts under climate change and compares them with land use change projections 

from IAMs. By incorporating both global and regional perspectives, this thesis provides a more 

holistic view of climate and land use change impacts on biodiversity. The inclusion of two scales in 

one thesis strengthens our ability and underlines the need to evaluate biodiversity responses across 

different ecological complexities: from shifts in species distribution to vegetation. In the following, I 
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will discuss key insights from the global assessments, their relevance for regional-scale biodiversity 

assessments, the added value of integrating both scales and how regional findings can refine global 

biodiversity models.  

First, the two global assessments provide complementary insights. In Chapter 2, I present a 

framework and first results to assess the impacts of climate change, land use change, and their 

combined effects on biodiversity. However, an important dimension not directly accounted for in this 

first assessment of biodiversity change was the role of area-based conservation strategies in mitigating 

biodiversity loss. Chapter 3 expands on this by incorporating PAs into the modeling framework, 

revealing that while PAs can mitigate biodiversity loss, their effectiveness is constrained by 

overarching climate and land use trends. Thus, Chapter 3 builds upon and refines the findings of 

Chapter 2. 

Both global studies highlight sub-Saharan Africa as a region particularly at risk for climate and land 

use change-driven biodiversity loss, the latter being the main driver under a scenario of inequality 

(SSP4-RCP6.0) with PA expansion to 30%, this region is still most vulnerable, and if the management 

effectiveness falls short, then there is still a lot of biodiversity loss in this region, motivating a 

regional analysis. SDMs are a state-of-the-art tool for projecting future species distributions; however, 

their reliance on correlations with environmental variables limits their ability to capture dynamic 

ecological processes, which are particularly important in savanna ecosystems. Recognizing this 

limitation, Chapter 4 makes use of DGVM simulations to more accurately investigate climate-driven 

vegetation dynamics in Kenya, a country predominated by ASALs. This approach is essential for 

capturing key processes such as woody encroachment, a climate-driven shift that alters ecosystem 

structure and biodiversity. 

While the regional study provides crucial insights into Kenya’s ecosystem dynamics, it also offers 

valuable insights for global biodiversity assessments. First, it highlights the importance of process-

based models for capturing ecosystem shifts that drive biodiversity change. Second, even though the 

regional study conducted an ad hoc comparison with land use change, the results suggest that 

integrating land use impacts into process-based models should be a priority for future biodiversity 

assessments. 

By combining global and regional approaches, this thesis provides a more holistic perspective on 

biodiversity change. It confirms that climate and land use change are dominant drivers of biodiversity 

loss, with high-emission scenarios amplifying these impacts. While PAs offer some mitigation 

potential, their effectiveness remains limited without sustainable land management and effective 

climate policies. 

The main methodological contribution of this thesis is the development of an integrated framework 

that combines land use change projections with climate-driven SDMs. Additionally, at the regional 
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scale, the analysis of DGVM simulations provides insights into ecosystem dynamics, offering a 

complementary perspective. By integrating these two modeling approaches across scales, this work 

provides a more holistic assessment of biodiversity change and highlights the complexity of 

interactions between climate, land use, and ecological processes. This cross-scale approach 

strengthens biodiversity impact assessments, informing both global policy decisions and region-

specific conservation strategies. 

5.5 Opportunities for future research 

While this study provides key methodological advancements, limitations remain. The coarse 

0.5°×0.5° spatial resolution, dictated by global climate model (GCM) data, restricts finer-scale 

analyses, particularly for regional assessments like Kenya. Land use change occurs at much finer 

spatial scales than the provided spatial resolution of the Land Use Harmonization 2 (LUH2) dataset 

(0.25°x0.25°), meaning that future studies should use higher-resolution land use data to enable direct 

integration into DGVMs. Additionally, higher-resolution climate data is essential to achieve this 

integration and improve the accuracy of the projections.  

A major constraint at the regional scale was the limited ability to assess land use change as a primary 

driver of biodiversity loss. While the global assessments identify land use change as a dominant driver 

in sub-Saharan Africa, the regional study relied on climate-driven DGVMs. The lack of region-

specific high-resolution land use projections prevented a more detailed examination of land use 

effects. Future studies should include land use change already into the DGVM simulation runs, for 

which however, good quality land use data for the region are necessary.  

Another key limitation is the reliance on a single IAM per SSP-RCP scenario. Recent advances in the 

Inter-Sectoral Impact Model Intercomparison Project (ISIMIP; Molina Bacca et al., 2024) now enable 

the use of multiple IAMs per scenario, improving uncertainty quantification. Future research should 

also push for greater specificity in IAM land use projections, particularly regarding PA representation, 

which is currently insufficiently detailed for conservation applications. 

Beyond refining IAM-driven analyses, future work should close a crucial gap: the feedback loop 

between biodiversity, land use, and climate change. While this study focuses on the unidirectional 

impacts of climate and land use change on biodiversity, these interactions are reciprocal. Biodiversity 

loss affects land use dynamics (e.g., ecosystem services, agricultural productivity) and influences 

climate processes (e.g., carbon sequestration, albedo effects). Future studies should integrate this 

feedback for a more holistic understanding of biodiversity-climate-land use interactions. 

5.6 Implications for the scientific community and decision-makers  

Improvements needed for DGVM modeling at the regional scale have been outlined above. 

Additionally, the land use filtering framework developed in this thesis for SDMs could be further 
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integrated with DGVM-based assessments of vegetation shifts, improving SDM-based biodiversity 

projections. This would be an additional added value to the framework, to better account for species 

habitat changes. While habitat changes are currently accounted for through IAM-derived land use 

projections, incorporating DGVM outputs would allow the framework to capture additional ecological 

processes, such as climate-driven vegetation shifts, providing a more comprehensive representation of 

habitat dynamics. Conversely, DGVMs have started to incorporate animal-vegetation interactions 

(e.g., Pachzelt et al., 2013; Pfeiffer et al., 2019; Scheiter et al., 2019). In this context, SDMs can help 

refine DGVM simulations by improving species distribution inputs.  

From the perspective of decision-makers, this thesis emphasized the need for a shift in conservation 

priorities. While expanding and improving PA management is important, it cannot substitute for the 

root causes of biodiversity loss—climate change and land use change. Resources should be directed 

toward climate mitigation and sustainable land use transformation rather than allocating inadequate 

funding to conservation efforts that only partially offset biodiversity declines. Lower-emission 

scenarios consistently yield better biodiversity outcomes, reinforcing the urgency of immediate action. 

To safeguard biodiversity effectively, it is imperative to follow the SSP1-RCP2.6 pathway and avoid 

exceeding this threshold, as higher-emission scenarios result in increasingly severe consequences for 

biodiversity. Preventing habitat destruction and reducing emissions at the source remain the most 

effective strategies for long-term biodiversity conservation. 

5.7 Final conclusions  

The overarching message from this thesis is clear: biodiversity loss is driven by both climate change 

and land use change, and addressing these threats requires immediate action. Our results confirm that 

biodiversity declines are consistently greater under higher-emission scenarios, with land use change 

exacerbating losses under an inequality (SSP2-RCP6.0) scenario. While PAs provide some buffering 

capacity, their effectiveness is ultimately constrained by broader climate and land use trends. These 

findings underscore the urgent need for global climate mitigation and sustainable land management. 

Lower-emission scenarios consistently lead to better biodiversity outcomes, reinforcing the necessity 

of coordinated international efforts to reduce greenhouse gas emissions. In sub-Saharan Africa, 

particularly in Kenya, where ecosystems are highly sensitive to both climate change and land use 

pressures, proactive conservation strategies are essential, as exemplified by the wildlife corridors 

outlined as the flagship project in the Kenya Vision 2030 (Ojwang’ et al., 2017). Measures such as 

improved land use planning, habitat connectivity, and adaptive conservation management must be 

prioritized to prevent ongoing biodiversity loss. By fostering more sustainable pathways for climate 

and land use, we can secure not only the future of biodiversity, but essential ecosystem services it 

provides—ensuring water and food security, human health, cultural integrity, and climate stability for 

future generations.  
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