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West Bengal, a state celebrated for its diverse landscapes ranging from
the Himalayan foothills to the Bay of Bengal, harbours significant
biodiversity. However, rapid urbanization, particularly in and around
major centres like Kolkata, is exerting immense pressure on this natural
heritage. The transformation of natural habitats into concrete jungles,
coupled with associated environmental degradation, is leading to a
noticeable decline in the variety of life within these urban localities. This
loss not only diminishes the ecological richness of the region but also
undermines the essential ecosystem services that sustain urban

populations.

The Urban Sprawl: A Major Driver of Habitat Loss

The most direct cause of biodiversity decline in urban West Bengal is the
relentless expansion of built environments. As cities grow, natural areas
such as wetlands, forests, and agricultural lands are converted into
residential, commercial, and industrial zones. This habitat destruction
directly eliminates the living spaces for numerous plant and animal
species. For instance, the once extensive wetlands surrounding Kolkata,
crucial for flood regulation and wastewater treatment, have been
significantly reduced due to urban encroachment. This not only leads to a
loss of wetland-dependent species but also compromises the natural

infrastructure that provides vital services.

Furthermore, the remaining natural habitats within urban areas often
become fragmented. Roads, railways, and other infrastructure projects
dissect continuous ecosystems into smaller, isolated patches. This
fragmentation restricts the movement of wildlife, limits gene flow
between populations, and makes species more vulnerable to local
extinction. Small, isolated green spaces within cities may not be large

enough to support viable populations of many species, particularly those.
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with large home ranges or specific habitat

requirements.

Pollution: A Toxic Threat to Urban Biodiversity

Urban areas are hubs of various forms of pollution
that significantly impact biodiversity. Air pollution,
primarily from vehicular emissions and industrial
activities, can directly harm plant and animal health.
It can weaken vegetation, making it more susceptible
to diseases and pests, and can cause respiratory
in animals. another

problems Noise pollution,

byproduct of urban life, can disrupt animal
communication, breeding patterns, and foraging
behavior, potentially leading to population declines.
Water pollution, stemming from untreated sewage,
industrial ~ effluents, and agricultural runoff,
contaminates urban water bodies. This pollution can
directly kill aquatic organisms, alter water chemistry,
and lead to eutrophication, creating oxygen-depleted
zones that cannot support life. The discharge of
plastics and other solid waste further degrades urban
ecosystems, harming wildlife through entanglement,
The introduction of non-native, or invingestion, and

habitat contamination.

Invasive Species: The Uninvited Guests

Invasive, species poses another significant threat to
urban biodiversity in West Bengal. These species,
often introduced intentionally as ornamental plants or
pets, or unintentionally through trade and
transportation, can outcompete native species for
resources, prey on them, and introduce diseases. The
lack of natural predators and diseases in their new
environment often allows invasive species to
proliferate rapidly, disrupting the delicate balance of
urban ecosystems and leading to a decline in native

biodiversity.

Climate Change: An Exacerbating Factor

While a global phenomenon, climate change has
localized impacts that exacerbate biodiversity loss in
urban West Bengal. Rising temperatures, altered
rainfall patterns, and increased frequency of extreme
weather events can stress urban ecosystems and the
species they support. Changes in temperature can
disrupt the phenology of plants and animals, leading
to mismatches in timing between flowering and
pollination, or migration and food availability.
Increased flooding and cyclones, particularly in
coastal urban areas, can destroy habitats and directly
impact wildlife populations. The urban heat island
effect, where cities experience significantly higher
temperatures than surrounding rural areas, can further

stress temperature-sensitive species.

Impacts of Biodiversity Loss: A Tangible Reality

The loss of biodiversity in urban West Bengal has far-
reaching consequences. Ecologically, it weakens the
resilience of urban ecosystems, making them less able
to adapt to environmental changes and recover from
disturbances. The decline in pollinators, for example,
can impact the productivity of urban agriculture and
green spaces. The loss of natural predators can lead to
an increase in pest populations, affecting both human

health and urban vegetation.

Ecosystem services, the benefits that humans derive
from natural ecosystems, are also compromised.
Wetlands, which help in flood control and water
purification, are diminished. Urban forests and green
spaces, which play a crucial role in air purification,
carbon sequestration, and temperature regulation, are
reduced. The aesthetic and recreational value of urban
nature is also lost, impacting the well-being of city

dwellers.

Furthermore, biodiversity loss can have socio-

economic implications. Many local communities in

Vol 4 No. 1 | Department of Environmental Science | The Earth Talk: Changing Perspectives | June 2025 | ISSN: 2583-4940 | 75




The Shrinking Wilds | Kinnori Bhattacharjee

and around urban areas depend on natural resources
for their livelihoods. The decline in fish populations
in urban water bodies or the loss of medicinal plants
in  urban forests can directly impact these
communities. The increased risk of environmental
disasters, such as floods, due to the degradation of
natural buffers further affects urban populations and

economies.

Conservation Efforts: A Ray of Hope

Despite the challenges, various efforts are underway
to conserve biodiversity in urban West Bengal. The
establishment of protected areas, such as urban parks
and biodiversity reserves, provides safe havens for
local flora and fauna. Initiatives focused on restoring
degraded habitats, such as the rejuvenation of urban
wetlands and the creation of green corridors, aim to

enhance connectivity and support biodiversity.

Promoting urban forestry and green infrastructure,
including rooftop gardens and vertical greening, can
increase green cover within cities and provide habitats
for some species. Sustainable urban planning
practices that integrate biodiversity considerations
into development projects are crucial for minimizing

future losses.

Raising public awareness and engaging local
communities in conservation efforts are also vital.
Educational programs and citizen science initiatives
can foster a sense of responsibility and encourage
participation in protecting urban nature. The

documentation of local biodiversity. through
initiatives like People's Biodiversity Registers can
provide valuable data for conservation planning and

monitoring.

The West Bengal Biodiversity Board is actively

involved in promoting biodiversity conservation

across the state, including urban areas. Their
initiatives range from establishing butterfly
conservation areas in urban schools to supporting
research and awareness programs. Collaboration
between government agencies, non-governmental
academic

organizations, institutions, and local

communities 1is essential for effective urban

biodiversity conservation.

Conclusion: Towards a Greener Urban Future

Biodiversity loss in urban West Bengal is a pressing
issue with significant ecological, social, and economic
ramifications. The relentless urban sprawl, coupled
with pollution, invasive species, and the impacts of
climate change, is eroding the natural heritage of the
region. However, through concerted conservation
efforts, sustainable wurban planning, and active
community engagement, it is possible to mitigate
these losses and work towards a greener, more
biodiverse urban future. Recognizing the intrinsic
value of urban nature and the essential services it
provides is the first step towards ensuring its
protection for present and future generations in West

Bengal.
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