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BUSINESS

Ecological conservation
isn’t exactly the number
one priority in most corpo-
rate board rooms. But an
international effort is under
way to get large companies
to start thinking seriously
about ecosystems.
Next week, the Millen-
nium Ecosystem Assess-
ment — a global audit
sponsored by, among other
agencies,  the  United
Nations and the World
Bank — will release a 30-
page report on why ecol-
ogy matters in business
planning. 
The main millennium
assessment report, released
in March, stressed that
more than half of the
‘ecosystem services’ that
support human activities
are being tapped in an unsustainable way. The
new supplement argues that corporations
should be preparing now for the depletion of
those natural services. 
It says that six major environmental trends
— water scarcity, climate change, habitat
change, biodiversity loss and invasive species,
ocean exploitation and nutrient overloading
— will each profoundly affect business. Resul-
tant commercial opportunities exist in indus-
tries as diverse as energy, agriculture and
tourism, the report contends. 
“This is about providing a set of tools so that
people can make better decisions,” says
Jonathan Lash, president of the World
Resources Institute (WRI), the Washington-
based environmental group that prepared the
assessment reports. 
Some critics argue that the new report is a
missed opportunity, as it lacks specific examples
that might entice industrial interest in eco-
system services. But the Geneva-based World
Economic Forum, which represents 1,000 of
the world’s largest companies, says its members
will find it useful for planning. 
“For every risk, there’s an opportunity for a
producer to reduce that risk,” explains Lash.
For example, future regulation is likely to con-
trol the overuse of nitrogen fertilizers, run-off

from which is triggering
dead zones in the sea. This
will create demand for bet-
ter fertilization techniques,
as well as for tools to mon-
itor run-off. 
But of all the resources
associated with ecosystem
services, it is water supply
that promises to present the
most volatile issues. Coca-
Cola, for example, has
already been banned from
using groundwater for its
bottling operations in
India. To address the issue,
and avoid negative public-
ity, Coca-Cola is preparing
a plan for sustainable water
use for all of its global
plants. “As a hydration
company, we have to do
something,” says Harry Ott,
the company’s director of

water resources, based in Atlanta, Georgia. 
The need to address sustainability issues has
“quietly crept onto the centre stage” over the
past few years, says Jim Harmon, chairman of
the WRI. But the authors of the report admit
that there aren’t many mechanisms in place to
force action on ecological issues. Instead, they
are counting on the emergence of market-based
mechanisms, such as ‘cap-and-trade’ schemes
to restrict pollution or encourage conservation. 
The WRI plans to follow up the report by
working with business to incorporate eco-
system services into such mechanisms. One
established example in the United States has
created an active market in wetland conserva-
tion: developers must procure and conserve
areas of wetland to compensate for other areas
they have built over. 
Similar markets for water purification and
biodiversity are steadily growing in scope, 
says Ricardo Bayon, managing editor of the
Ecosystem Marketplace, a website based in
Washington DC. Mexico and Malaysia, for
example, have begun pilot programmes that
will pay farmers to manage their land to pro-
tect watersheds. “We’re at the tipping point,”
says Bayon. “We are going to see a lot more of
these mechanisms used.” ■

Virginia Gewin

Industry lured by the 
gains of going green

IN BRIEF
PATENT DUMPThe European
Parliament has overwhelmingly
thrown out a legislative proposal
that would have streamlined the
continent’s existing patchwork of
software patenting rules.
The parliament’s 648–14 vote

reflected widespread criticism that
the proposal would have helped
large companies to claim control 
of software concepts — hurting
smaller firms and Europe’s powerful
open-source software movement
(see Nature435,411; 2005).
The vote means that software

patents in Europe will continue 
to be administered by national
patent offices.

EXIT IONIXA one-time star
prospect of the British
biotechnology industry has been
sold off to a rival firm. Cambridge-
based Ionix Pharmaceuticals, whose
main drug candidate is an opiate
analgesic called IX-1003, was
bought by Vernalis for shares worth
about £12 million (US$21 million).
Vernalis said it would close

Ionix’s lab at Cambridge Science
Park, with the loss of 19 jobs, and
take the company’s products and
technologies forward itself. Ionix
had raised a total of about 
£24 million in venture capital since
its foundation in 2001, but plans for
a public offering of its shares never
came to fruition.

VIOXX THUMBS-UPAn advisory
panel has told the Canadian health
ministry to return the painkiller
Vioxx to the market, following its
withdrawal last September.
The drug was taken off sale by

Merck, its manufacturer, after it
was found to increase the risk of
heart attacks and stroke. But the
Canadian panel, echoing the
findings of a US advisory panel in
February (see Nature433,790;
2005), ruled that Vioxx’s benefits
outweighed the risks to patients.
Health Canada hasn’t yet said what
it will do in response to the panel’s
findings. 
The panel also ruled that Pfizer’s

Celebrex painkiller should stay on
sale but that its arthritis product
Bextra should remain unavailable.
And it highlighted risks associated
with established painkillers such as
ibuprofen, which it said should 
only be sold over-the-counter 
by pharmacists. 

Uproar in India forced Coca-Cola to

revise its water-use strategy.
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