
Against the spectacular backdrop of the 
UAE’s Hajar Mountains, I once saw an 
osprey. The bird of prey was gliding on 

a warm wind, a snake clenched in its talons 
– lunch for a hungry brood of hatchlings, I 
suspected. The scene was unforgettable: the 
seahawk and the serpent, a poetic snapshot 
of this nation’s spellbinding biodiversity. 
Unfortunately, that great wealth of nature is 
now under threat.

A global assessment published last week 
by the United Nations, suggests that 1 million 
animal and plant species are at risk of extinc-
tion, many within years. Compiled by 145 
expert authors from 50 nations and examining 
15,000 scientific and governmental sources, 
this landmark report is the latest and most 
comprehensive exploration of our planet’s 
biodiversity to date.

It describes “dead zones” in the world 
oceans, where nothing lives, and forests that 
have fallen silent. Because all their insect 
life has vanished, there is no birdsong. Om-
inously, the report also suggests that species 
extinction is accelerating at an alarming rate, 
with potentially catastrophic consequences 
for humanity. The report ends with a call for 
transformative change and the presentation 
of a framework of far-reaching conservation 
measures.

Alongside the threats to our physical health 
and our long-term economic prosperity, how-
ever, the world’s decreasing biodiversity also 

has serious implica-
tions for our psycho-
logical wellbeing. At 
the most basic level, 
the devastation of the 
natural world evokes 
a deep sense of sadness 
for many people.

In little more than a 
decade, the world has witnessed the func-
tional extinction of the West African black 
rhino, the Japanese river otter, the Caribbean 
monk seal and many more. In 2018, alone, 
three bird species vanished from the planet 
forever. Meanwhile, closer to home, species 
such as the dugong and the Socotra cormorant 
are vulnerable.

Now, thanks to the incredible archival ca-
pacities of the internet, anyone can run an 
image search and be reminded of exactly what 
we have allowed to slip away. Psychologists 
believe that this sense of avoidable loss can 
give rise to states of grief, remorse and even 
depression.

We also know that the natural world has a 
positive impact on our psychological wellbe-
ing, even influencing our ability to tolerate 
pain. In a now-classic study, published in the 
journal Science in 1984, post-surgical patients 
whose hospital windows overlooked trees, 
rather than a brick wall, required less pain re-
lief and healed quicker. We can also interpret 
these findings as “less nature equals slower 
healing and more pain”.

A more recent study examining the psy-
chological impact of nature explored the 
biodiversity of urban green spaces and their 
relationship to visitor wellbeing. Published 
in Biological Letters, this study found that 
the psychological benefits of green spaces, 
such as city parks, increased along with the 
biodiversity of the location. In short: areas 
with greater species richness – more types 
of plants, birds and butterflies – were associ-
ated with better psychological health among 
frequent visitors.

Another psychological 
consequence of shrinking 
biodiversity and climate 
change is the rise of what 
some refer to as “eco-anx-
iety”. Although not yet 
recognised as an official 
psychiatric disorder, the 

American Psychological As-
sociation makes frequent references to the 
condition in a 2017 report, describing it as “a 
chronic fear of environmental doom”.

The increasing media attention given to 
environmental issues is a good thing. It rais-
es eco-consciousness and, hopefully, leads 
to meaningful change. However, for some, 
concerns about the environment can escalate 
into extreme emotional distress. This can 
take the form of excessive guilt about their 
own ecological transgressions, intense anger 
about the actions of others or a persistent 
and unhealthy worry about the prospect of 
environmental catastrophe.

Debilitating anxiety, however, rarely leads 
to decisive action – and action is precisely 
what is needed.

In a highly specialised laboratory, buried 
deep within the Abu Dhabi campus of Zayed 
University, the marine biologist Henrik Stahl 
works tirelessly on a project aimed at helping 
to replenish the world’s rapidly vanishing cor-
al reefs. He often jokes with me about going 
back to check on “the babies”, which is how he 
refers to the lab-grown corals he is nurturing 
to maturity. The plan is to, eventually, release 
them back into their natural habitat, in order 
to replenish the Arabian Gulf’s depleted reefs.

From scientific research to lifestyle choices 
and governmental policy, we need to do much 
more to prevent habitat and species loss. The 
vital connection between nature and our 
personal wellbeing should be reason enough. 
After all, can you imagine ever being happy in 
a world without birdsong?

Justin Thomas is a professor of psychology 
at Zayed University)

These two scenes of charred structures will 
probably continue to haunt people around the 
world for some time. One might say that, in 
some circles at least, people have shown shock 
in equal measures at the loss of the meandering 
commercial streets of Old Aleppo as they have 
the faltering roof of the Parisian cathedral. But 
hardly the same could be said about the rescue 
efforts — or attempts of cultural rescue — that 
were set in motion in these two places.

The millions (even billions) pledged to repair 
the Parisian monument are likely to yield positive 
results. Indeed, the fruits of a deeply meaningful 
restoration process will be enjoyed fairly soon, 
according to French President Emanuel Macron. 
The emotional head of state has promised the 
world that the beautified building will reopen 
by the time Paris hosts the Summer Olympics in 
2024. In Aleppo, by contrast, not much is certain, 
let alone attractive. In the wake of devastating 
catastrophe, the only certain thing seems to be 
the high likelihood that uncertainty will persist. 
Most philanthropists would hesitate to put for-
ward their funds, or their names, to repair a city 
that remains in the grip of such volatility as that 
engulfing Aleppo today.

While hesitation based on cerebral investment 
thinking is understandable, I wonder whether 
there may be other ways in which to weigh risks 
when it comes to fragile monuments in volatile 
settings. As an interested observer who has equal-
ly enjoyed visiting the floating cathedral on the 
river Seine as I have the souq in Old Aleppo, I 
find the global nature of reaction to the damage 
in both places noteworthy.

The variety of backgrounds, countries, cultures, 
religions, interests, ages and politics of the people 
whose opinions I encountered has been striking. 
I cannot help but think, if people love a particular 
place so much that they would move mountains 
(cash mountains in the case of Notre-Dame) to 
see it restored to its beautiful best, could they 
not draw on these emotions to move other kinds 
of mountains so that loved places elsewhere may 
return to life and again be as hospitable as they 
had been for hundreds of years?

Perhaps this may be the case for Old Aleppo, 
which belongs to the world in many ways. That is 
my hope. After all, maintaining cherished cultural 
heritage has never been contingent on it neigh-
boring mega-brands with mighty spending power.

  
(Tala Jarjour is author of “Sense and Sadness: 

Syriac Chant in Aleppo” (OUP, 2018). She is cur-
rently Visiting Research Fellow at King’s College 
London and Associate Fellow of Pierson College 
at Yale.)

2004 
Arsenal F.C. go an entire league campaign 
unbeaten in the English Premier League, 
joining Preston North End F.C with the 
right to claim the title The Invincibles

2008
California becomes the second U.S. state af-
ter Massachusetts in 2004 to legalize same-
sex marriage after the state’s own Supreme 
Court rules a previous ban unconstitutional.

2010 
Jessica Watson becomes 
the youngest person to 
sail, non-stop and unassist-
ed around the world solo.

2013
An upsurge in vio-
lence in Iraq leaves 
more than 389 people 
dead over three days.
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China will be pump-
ing money into their 

system and probably re-
ducing interest rates, as 
always, in order to make 
up for the business they 
are, and will be, losing. If 
the Federal Reserve ever 
did a “match,” it would 
be game over, we win! In 
any event, China wants 
a deal!

@realDonaldTrump

Unita Blackwell ded-
icated her life to 

registering black voters 
across Mississippi and 
went to jail for it at least 
70 times. She went on 
to make history as the 
first black woman mayor 
in the state. Talk about 
brave. May she rest in 
peace and power.

@SenGillibrand

Meet Khalil, a Pal-
estinian Christian 

who provides water & 
dates to Muslims as they 
break the fast during 
Ramadan. He’s done so 
for the last 7 years. Asked 
why he volunteers, Khal-
il said: “Because we are 
in the land of peace & 
from here, the message 
of peace begins.” I love it.

@CraigCons

For decades, politi-
cians like Joe Biden 

let China get away with 
unfair trade practices 
that cost us upwards of 
$600 BILLION a year. 
Biden naively says Chi-
na is “not competition.” 
@ re a l D o n a l d Tr u m p 
is right to crack down 
on China and fight for 
American workers!

@GOPChairwoman
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US Sanctions are strangling the effort 
to rebuild Old Aleppo
Jwanah Qudsi’s article high-

lights a significant problem, 
but rather than blame the cause, 
she shifts the blame to a second-
ary issue. 

The destruction of Allepo was 
by the hands and military might of 

the government of Syria, support-
ed by the Iranians and Russians. 

Those who had no shame 
knocking down the classic 
Umayyad mosque or other his-
torical and cultural icons of 
Aleppo, let alone butchering 

thousands of its citizens with 
no regard for humanity, can not 
be allowed to continue ruling  
unabated. 

The US sanctions are a small 
token effort to stop the regime, 
as the US and the rest of the world 

has otherwise stood by idly as this 
tragedy has continued unabated 
and continues until today. 

Until those responsible are 
brought to justice, the world 
should stand united against these 
war criminals.

Omar Haydar

A world without the wonders of 
nature can affect our happiness
As thousands of species are driven to extinction, psychological studies 

have found that our mental wellbeing is intrisically linked to that of 
the natural world

JUSTIN THOMAS

Africa’s western black rhino

Socotra cormorant

The natural world has a positive 
impact on our psychological 
wellbeing, even influencing 
our ability to tolerate pain


