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VITAL CONNECTIONS

Ac ons and priori es to connect the global 
community of plant scien sts with the world’s 
changing socie es are today more impera ve 
than ever. Environmental degrada on, 
unsustainable resource use, and biodiversity loss 
all require integrated, collabora ve solu ons. 

A CHANGING WORLD

As plant scien sts we are increasingly aware 
and concerned with the accelera ng rate of 
change of our planet and our socie es.  In our 
life mes we have witnessed major altera ons in 
the structure and make-up of land, water, and the 
atmosphere, in use of natural resources and 
agricultural prac ces, in migra on of plants, 
animals, and people, in rates of urbaniza on, and 
in the rise and spread of infec ous diseases.  The 
rate of species ex nc on is greater now than at 
any me in the last 65 million years.  It is clear 
that this tremendous transforma on, with its 
profound effect on nature, is primarily the result 
of human ac vi es. The degree of pressure on 
the environment has never been greater -- far 
beyond the level at which natural systems will be 
able to maintain sustainable produc vity.  The 
need to act is urgent. 

Equally in transi on are our own disciplines in 
the plant sciences: taxonomy and systema cs, 
evolu on and ecology, morphology and 
development, physiology and gene cs. New 
technologies that generate immense quan es of 
data are o en limited by current infrastructure 
and informa on management capabili es; a 
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growing emphasis on laboratory inves ga ons 
is overshadowing the need for priority field work 
in rapidly disappearing environments; and 
balance in training for pure and applied research 
careers is shi ing.  In many na ons, funding 
support for basic science is declining along with 
public trust in science. Parallel to these changes 
within the plant sciences are those affec ng 
social, poli cal, and economic contexts within 
which scien fic research is conducted. Factors 
such as growing income inequality among 
peoples, the uneven redistribu on of resources 
across the globe, and rising levels of conflict 
within and among na ons all impact our ability to 
conduct meaningful science. 

At this me of extraordinary challenges, the 
Interna onal Botanical Congress is being held for 
the first me in China. The increasing wealth of 
China and the prosperity of its people, coupled 
with the country’s need for and interest in 
tackling serious na onal environmental problems, 
have given the country a key role in comba ng 
climate change.  China also has the poten al to 
address biodiversity loss through the 
development and implementa on of a strong 
na onal plan in this area.  The Chinese linking of 
“risks” with “opportuni es” has never carried 
more meaning than it does now, at a me when 
all countries need for their own sake, and for the 
world, to help achieve global sustainability. The 
hos ng of IBC 2017 in Shenzhen, this Declara on, 
and the establishment of the Shenzhen 
Interna onal Award in Plant Sciences are 
measures of China’s clear commitment to ac on.
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THE SHENZHEN CALL FOR ACTION: SEVEN 
PRIORITIES

We endorse the following seven priori es for 
strategic ac on in the plant sciences. Vigorous 
development of these areas will allow society, 
with the help of science, to mi gate impacts of 
human ac vi es on plant species, habitats, and 
distribu ons, and to approach forma on of a 
sustainable world for ourselves and those who 
follow us.

To become responsible scien sts and research 
communi es who pursue plant sciences in the 
context of a changing world. 

Plant scien sts must contribute to regional and 
global sustainability as directly and efficiently as 
possible.  Key efforts, such as the urgent 
preserva on of plant diversity and the adapta on 
of agriculture to increasingly warm climates, must 
be strengthened greatly if we are to meet the 
challenges ahead. Our research is not conducted 
in a vacuum, and we cannot con nue to act as if 
we have a great deal of me available, when we 
simply and clearly do not. We must confront 
challenges swi ly and directly to mi gate rapidly 
deteriora ng environmental condi ons.

To enhance support for the plant sciences to 
achieve global sustainability.

Plants play a central role in func oning 
ecosystems. They also are our sole source of food 
(directly or indirectly), and provide many of our 
medicines, building materials, clothing materials, 
and other essen al products. Plants deserve a far 
greater level of scien fic a en on through 
enhanced public and private funding than they 
are receiving at present. Integrated studies are 
necessary to develop robust solu ons to 
environmental problems. Support across plant 
sciences, from descrip on to use, should be 
provided at adequate levels and sustained.  

To cooperate and integrate across na ons and 
regions and to work together across disciplines 
and cultures to address common goals. 

Science is by its very nature interna onal, with 

the plant sciences no excep on. Although 
progress has been made in moving forward with 
together, stronger interna onal coopera on will be 
needed to halt biodiversity loss, improve 
agriculture, and maintain a stable climate. Working 
together has never been more important. Stable 
global partnerships are badly needed to overcome 
barriers and provide integrated, effec ve solu ons 
to urgent environmental challenges as rapidly as 
possible. 

To build and use new technologies and big data 
pla orms to increase explora on and 
understanding of nature. 

New technical approaches to informa on and 
informa on sharing will only accelerate in the years 
to come, making sustainability of data pla orms 
impera ve. Increasingly large, linked databases 
reveal new connec ons and rela onships about life 
on Earth. Our rapidly advancing ability to sequence 
genomes leads to new ways of understanding the 
diversity, evolu on, and func oning of life on our 
planet. As these and other new technologies 
expand, we must apply them in mely, integrated, 
and prac cal ways to organize informa on and 
address environmental problems.

To accelerate the inventory of life on Earth for 
the wise use of nature and the benefit of 
humankind. 

More than half of the land plant species could be 
ex nct in nature by the end of the present century.  
Although we have given names to many, we know 
very li le about most of them, and there are more 
that await discovery. Those we know now can be 
protected or preserved, but the urgency of finding 
and learning about the unknowns before they 
become ex nct is clear.  Doing so will require 
integra on and collabora on on a scale we have 
not yet achieved. We need to know plants in order 
to save them, but me is short. 

To value, document, and protect indigenous, 
tradi onal, and local knowledge about plants and 
nature.

Indigenous, tradi onal, and local knowledge 
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about nature is disappearing even more rapidly 
than is biodiversity itself.  Once lost, such 
knowledge, with its unique insights into nature, 
can never be regained.  Plant scien sts must 
work together with holders of this knowledge to 
understand and achieve sustainable 
environmental stewardship.  Cultural diversity, 
coupled with crop gene c diversity, will be of 
central importance for future food security.  We 
will need informed collabora on coupled with 
urgent, rigorous planning and implementa on 
across cultures and knowledge systems. 

To engage the power of the public with the 
power of plants through greater par cipa on 
and outreach, innova ve educa on, and ci zen 
science.

We need to engage the power of the public 
with the power of nature. People who care 
about the environment are mo vated to do a 
great deal to protect it and ensure its future. The 
crea on of an ecological civiliza on, where 
socie es work together in the crea on of 

knowledge and implementa on of solu ons, 
cannot remain only an abstract concept. We all 
need plants, but plants do not need us - we 
depend absolutely upon them for our very 
existence. Embedding that need into the very 
fabric of our socie es will require global 
engagement, across na ons and cultures - this 
will require all of us.

We believe that, by working together, we can 
unite innova ve plant sciences with the needs 
and strengths of human socie es, helping to 
create new paths to a green, sustainable future 
for Earth, with plants and people in harmony.
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