
One thing we have developed in the age of Covid-19 is an 
attitude of mutual care: “I should wash my hands often and 
maintain a social distance from you because that gives us 
both the best chance of avoiding infection.”

That might be a transformative notion. In the face of a global 
pandemic we were quick to accept that it makes perfect 
sense to appreciate the role of others in our wellbeing, even 
our survival, and our role in theirs.

We arrived at that point with a strong tail wind of readily 
accessible evidence. The threat was real, people were dying, 
media coverage was at saturation point, our Government 
took strong action, communicated clearly and engaged us all.

What if we applied the same principles to other threats? 

Worldwide, 4.6 million people die from causes related to 
air pollution every year. According to the World Health 
Organisation a further 3.6 million die from polluted water. 
Not from a one-off viral attack, but every year! 

We saw how the skies cleared across the globe as business 
as usual was disrupted, and how quickly the pollution 
returned as we resumed “normal life”.

But what of our fellow travellers on this planet? Few people 
count the impact on birds, fish, animals, insects, trees, fungi 
and even viruses. And we are slow to take notice, even when 
there is a direct link to human welfare.  

While we often act as though nature is expendable in the 
service of human progress, there are so many reasons to 
believe that we are every bit as dependent on nature as we 
are on each other. That inter-relationship is fundamental to 
our survival. 

Countless studies have documented the benefits of “being 
in nature” on our physical and psychological health and 
wellbeing. How many people during the Covid-19 lockdown 
said they had slowed down enough to notice the natural 
world around them, perhaps for the first time?

The pandemic has given us all a reason and time to reflect 
on the nature of life. How could a tiny section of self-
replicating RNA stop every airline in the world from flying? 
If we didn’t see that coming, or didn’t prepare because we 
were too busy living, what else are we missing?

What the virus has demonstrated is that humanity is not as 
in control of our world as we thought.

We are told we are in the throes of a sixth extinction. 
A 2017 paper based on studies of more than 27,000 
species concluded that “the resulting biological annihilation 
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obviously will have serious ecological, economic and social 
consequences. Humanity will eventually pay a very high price 
for the decimation of the only assemblage of life that we 
know of in the universe.”

Professor Gerardo Ceballos who led the study noted that, 
“The situation has become so bad it would not be ethical not 
to use strong language.”

The scientists found that a third of the thousands of species 
with declining populations are not currently considered 
endangered, and that up to 50 percent of all animals have 
been lost in recent decades.

Here in New Zealand more than 4,000 species that we 
know of are at risk and many have already gone over the 
past few hundred years. At what point in the sequence of 
loss should we say enough? After the last moa has gone? 
Or the huia? Or the Haast eagle, or perhaps when the kiwi 
goes? Or the tuatara? Or the mighty kauri?

We could seek to insulate ourselves by trying harder to 
control everything about us, probably by removing ourselves 
further from nature. And no doubt we will do some of 
that. But we could also pay closer attention to our fellow 
travellers, recognise that their risks are our risks, and order 
our priorities rather differently in a post-Covid-19 world.

But will we? Is it just that none of this is important enough 
to us to warrant attention in our busy lives? Covid-19 just 
gave us a heads up about our priorities.

What will it take to change our relationship with nature to 
the point where our fellow creatures’ interests are seen as 
our interests? Or, as Pat Snedden Chair of Auckland DHB 

and the Manaiakalani Education Trust so tellingly observed in 
a recent blog in this series “when you prosper, I prosper”.

There is a lot to do and sometimes it can feel overwhelming. 
But we could start with respect, awareness and a sense of 
responsibility. 

We could agree a path and invest in a transition to safe and 
clean water. A whole phalanx of fresh water species will 
appreciate that move.

We could all help to secure our natural, rural and urban 
landscapes against the ravages of weed and pest species. 
Removing those pressures will bring a remarkable change 
in the prospects for our native species – as we have seen 
on the sanctuary islands and reserves where such work has 
been completed.

We could understand and embrace the principles and 
responsibilities of kaitiakitanga, learning from a culture with 
an integral relationship with nature. Ko ahau te awa, ko te 
awa ko ahau – I am the river, the river is me. 

We could learn and teach, particularly our young people, the 
elements of a truly sustainable future and empower them to 
lead the way.

We will need more science and education. We will need to 
be humble. We will want to celebrate the successes, applaud 
the exemplars, and learn from our mistakes. But we also 
need to take urgent action – we already know enough about 
these challenges to make an encouraging start. 

Covid-19 has shown that we can be disciplined, patient and 
willing to make sacrifices if the path forward is clear, the 
rationale strong and the prize big enough. The survival of 
humanity is quite a prize. 

We can do this New Zealand.
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