
 
 

 

An Ambitious Plan to Slow Global Climate Change 

 

 

 

How can humans halt the ever-more-intimidating threat of global climate change before 
catastrophic results?  

That’s the question Justin Winters and the Leonardo DiCaprio Foundation have sought to 
address with the One Earth Plan. 

https://bioneers.org/


The Leonardo DiCaprio Foundation is dedicated to ensuring the long-term health and wellbeing 
of all Earth’s inhabitants by building climate resiliency, protecting wildlife and restoring balance 
to ecosystems and communities. Justin Winters, the organization’s Executive Director, has 
impressively built LDF’s global grantmaking program, awarding over $80 million to over 200 
projects in 50 countries. She also serves on the boards of several organizations, including 
Amazon Frontlines and The Solutions Project. 

At Bioneers 2018, Winters unveiled LDF’s ambitious global plan, the One Earth Plan, which aims 
to avert a climate crisis and protect our biosphere. Following is a transcript of that unveiling, 
which outlines the Plan to be carried out. Enjoy the transcript below or watch the talk here.  

 

 

 

Justin Winters: 

In the face of so much continued environmental destruction and the looming climate crisis we, 
like many of you, find ourselves wondering, are the forces against us just too entrenched and 
powerful? Is it possible to turn this ship around? When are we too far down the path of climate 
change to save ourselves? 

Just last week we got some alarming but clear information from the Intergovernmental Panel 
on Climate Change’s special report on the state of our climate. The report assessed more than 
6,000 scientific papers, with input from 91 authors and editors from 40 countries; they found 
that we are already seeing severe climate impacts and that’s with just 1 degree of temperature 
rise. 

Texas had its third 500-year flood in the span of 3 years. In the past decade, we’ve had the 10 
hottest days ever recorded. And get this, the North Pole is on track to be ice-free for the first 
time ever next summer. The report went on to say that if we allow the global temperature to 
rise 2 degrees Celsius, it will be much worse than previously projected. 

Let me paint a picture of what a 2-degree-Celsius world would look like: 

 Collapse of all the world’s coral reefs – let’s remember the coral reefs are the nurseries 
of our seas. 

 10 feet of sea level rise by 2100 in some regions 
 Permanent drought covering one-quarter of the Earth 
 More than 100 million climate refugees migrating from global South 

Clearly this isn’t a future we want. 

https://www.leonardodicaprio.org/
https://www.leonardodicaprio.org/one-earth-climate-model
https://bioneers.org/justin-winters-one-earth-an-ambitious-plan-to-slow-global-climate-change/
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Finally, the IPCC report went on to say there is a significant risk of crossing critical thresholds 
and even triggering tipping points if we allow the planet to warm beyond 1.5 degrees Celsius. 

Given this news, how does the historic Paris Climate Agreement that 190 countries signed in 
2015 help us? Unfortunately, right now it falls far short. Analysis of the commitments made 
under the Paris Agreement shows that they will ultimately lead to a world well above 2 degrees 
Celsius. 

It’s clear now that if we want life – all of life – to have a future on this planet, we simply cannot 
allow global temperature to rise above 1.5 degrees Celsius. 

The One Earth Plan 

Several years ago, we started reaching out to experts, scientists and thought leaders to discuss 
what it would take to both avert a climate crisis and ensure that our natural systems can 
continue to sustain life. Essentially, we wanted to know if there was a plan to save the planet 
and ourselves. It turns out, while there’s tons of research on the problems we face and an array 
of amazing solutions, there wasn’t a clear, scientifically backed plan that made this looming 
crisis feel solve-able. Originally our focus was developing a global plan to protect nature, but 
you can’t protect nature without also addressing climate change and making sure that humans 
have enough food and water to survive. 

Turns out, as we have heard for many years at Bioneers: “It’s all connected” 

We commissioned research from over 20 top climate, energy, conservation and agriculture 
scientists around the world and arrived at a three-pillar plan, a vision for the planet that we call 
One Earth, where protecting nature plays a critical role. 

It turns out that we can ensure that our global temperature doesn’t go above 1.5 degrees 
Celsius if we achieve three goals by 2050: 

1. Transition our energy systems to 100 percent renewable energy 

2. Protect, connect and restore 50 percent of our natural ecosystems on land and sea and, 

3. Transform our agriculture systems to regenerative and carbon negative agriculture practices 
(or regenerate 50 percent of global working lands to build healthy soil for food and fiber 
production by 2050). 

It’s an ambitious plan, but given what’s at stake – what other option is there? This is the 
moment when we are – as a movement and as a people – being asked to step up. 

Climate Model 



In just a few months, the One Earth climate science model will be officially released and it will 
show that this transformation is not only scientifically possible – but it is the pathway to 
preventing catastrophic climate change. Let me walk you through the model. 

 

 

 

The grey bar shows what we think is the best possible outcome of the Paris agreement – giving 
us a 50 percent shot of keeping global temperature rise under 2 degrees C, which we now know 
isn’t good enough. 

Next, you can see how transitioning to 100 percent renewable energy by 2050 would avoid 
about half of those CO2 emissions, which is better but still not enough to reach the 1.5 degree 
goal – the red line at the bottom of the first image. 

The second image demonstrates "the Gap", that is, the excess emissions that are not projected 
to be absorbed unless we, with cooperative agreement, take action to slow global climate 
change. 



 

 



If our natural carbon sinks represented here [lower green/blue bar] – the forests, mangroves, 
and grasslands that absorb and sequester carbon – stay intact and hold up, they will absorb 
about half of these emissions (roughly 450 Gt of CO2). But there is still a big gap. 

And that’s where “Natural Climate Solutions” come in as the key to solving the climate crisis. By 
restoring degraded forests, grasslands, and wetlands, we can absorb as much as 300 Gt of CO2 
emissions. Finally, we can completely close the gap and reach the 1.5-degree goal by 
transforming our use of working lands through practices that draw down an additional 400 Gt 
of CO2 out of the atmosphere and down into the soil through practices like better forest 
management, agroforestry, silvopasture, and regenerative agriculture. These strategies are 
being integrated together for the first time in the One Earth climate model, proving that we 
have the solutions to the climate crisis at our fingertips right now. 

It was just a few years ago when everybody thought powering the world by solar and wind was 
just a pipe dream. Today, 80 cities across the U.S. and 12 countries around the world have 
committed to 100 percent, and just a few months ago California passed SB100 – committing 
California to phase out fossil fuels by 2045. This is tangible proof that transformative action can 
occur quickly. Of course, much more lies ahead in realizing a full transition to 100 percent 
renewable energy by 2050, but the second and third pillars of the One Earth plan that put 
nature at the center of solving the climate crisis are where we need to build massive support 
and momentum. 

Safety Net – 50 Percent For Nature 

Several of the world’s leading biologists, including E.O. Wilson and the Nature Needs Half 
coalition, have stated that in order to prevent a mass extinction, we have to protect half the 
planet for nature. But the truth is we have to protect half of the planet for nature not just to 
prevent an epic loss of biodiversity but also to prevent a climate catastrophe and to ensure that 
we have a future. 

If we need to protect, connect and restore 50 percent of our natural systems to maintain the 
functioning of the biosphere, then what is the roadmap to achieving the 50 percent? 

Utilizing the latest advances in remote sensing and computer modeling and working closely 
with an array of conservation biologists and computer scientists, we are developing a new 
dynamic map called the “Global Safety Net.” This map depicts the world’s most ecologically 
intact lands along with areas that need to be restored and connected in order to allow 
biodiversity to survive and thrive, water resources to be protected, and carbon sequestration to 
be maximized. 

https://www.vox.com/energy-and-environment/2018/8/31/17799094/california-100-percent-clean-energy-target-brown-de-leon
https://www.vox.com/energy-and-environment/2018/8/31/17799094/california-100-percent-clean-energy-target-brown-de-leon
https://amzn.to/2DD0yZ2
https://natureneedshalf.org/
https://natureneedshalf.org/


 

This image progression is from our initial Safety Net model. The darker green areas are wild and 
remote areas and the rest are natural lands, including indigenous lands that have a very light 
human footprint and need to be kept protected from outside extractive and degrading activities 
like oil drilling, mining and agriculture. 

This land – what we could call “intact nature” – is really the life support system of the planet. It 
produces much of the oxygen that we breathe, ensures water supplies for 1 billion people, and 
absorbs 10 billion tons of carbon dioxide every year (more than 1/4 of the total we produce). 
Without these natural lands remaining intact … well, I’m sure you can imagine how bad this 
would be… 
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In this final slide, you are seeing the additional corridors that need to be created to connect 
habitat that has been fragmented by humans. These corridors are like veins, allowing nature to 
flow: the very movement that is key to sustaining life and building resilience in the face of 
climate impacts. 

When Leo and I visited the grasslands of Nepal to see the conservation work being done to save 
tigers and rhinos in the wild, the local communities showed us the corridors they reforested. In 
many cases, we are talking about an area about the size of a small country road that is 
reforested, allowing wildlife a safe passage from one fragment of forest to the next and giving 
them the freedom to roam they need to survive. 

As you can see, the 50 percent we need to keep intact is not evenly distributed across every 
continent and country. There are some places – like the Amazon – that require much more 
protection because of their dense biodiversity and the role they play in protecting the integrity 
of our biosphere. 

More than 90 percent of the Amazon has to be preserved. The Amazon is the world’s biggest 
carbon sink, storing and removing vast amounts of carbon from the atmosphere. It also serves 
as one of the planet’s most vital hydrological systems. If it becomes degraded, millions of 
people would lose access to water, and our climate system would be in far deeper peril. 

https://www.leonardodicaprio.org/protecting-wild-tigers-in-nepal/
https://www.leonardodicaprio.org/protecting-wild-tigers-in-nepal/


Here is a sneak peak of the initial pass of the Global Safety Net – the 50 percent of nature we 
need to protect, connect and restore across the planet. 

 

 

Each piece of this map is home to a diverse array of life: plants, animals, people, families, 
communities. We all need to hold a vision of a restored and vibrant planet within us to make 
the vision a reality. 

We are working with a team of marine scientists on the layers of data that are needed to add in 
the oceans – so you can imagine what the completed image on land and sea will look like. Once 
we have the full Safety Net model, it can be used to create scenarios to articulate the social and 
economic benefits of protecting nature at the local and national levels, showing just how 
important it is for people to protect our natural systems. 

With the completed Global Safety Net and a series of related scientific papers that we are 
funding and coordinating with a group of committed scientists, we hope to provide the 
scientific case for building public and political will to protecting 50 percent of the planet’s 
natural ecosystems in the lead up to the UN Convention on Biological Diversity that will take 
place in Beijing at the end of 2020. 

The Convention on Biological Diversity, which along with the climate convention was 
established at the Rio Summit in 1992, is meant to ensure the protection of natural ecosystems. 
Though the convention has fallen short thus far, there is an opportunity to rally the world’s 



governments around a new “Global Deal for Nature” when they agree to new targets for 
protecting nature at the end of 2020. 

Over the next two years, it will be critical to produce the science and tools that convey the vital 
role nature plays in sustaining life and solving the climate crisis. It will be just as important to 
inspire our movement and the broader public to come together around this goal and a call to 
action to protect nature. 

The Third Pillar: Food 

Some people have said we can’t protect 50 percent because we need more land for agricultural 
expansion. We believe the opposite is true – we simply won’t be able to feed 10 billion people 
unless we protect 50 percent. 

Why? Because the carbon emissions associated with losing any more of our natural lands could 
put us well over 2 degrees Celsius. And if we allow global temperature rise to hit 2 degrees, we 
will be faced with permanent drought in many regions, massive flooding in others, and 
vanishing water supplies on all five continents. 

Without water, there’s no food. Without food, there’s no life. But if we realize the 50 percent 
vision of a global safety net for both nature and humanity, we can also preserve watershed 
ecosystems, which collect and deliver water to over 1 billion people. 

How can we feed 10 billion people on the current area under agricultural management if right 
now we’re barely managing to feed 7.5 billion people? Several studies show that it indeed is 
possible, and the solutions that make it so would not only increase the quantity of our food but 
also the quality. 

Last year, we grew enough food for 10 billion people, but because of huge inefficiencies in our 
food system, more than 40 percent of that food was wasted. We’re now examining 30 
strategies to increase both nutrition and food availability without increasing the footprint of 
agricultural lands. 

Here are a few of the top solutions: 

We have to eliminate biofuel crops. A football field of corn for ethanol powers three cars per 
year. A football field of solar panels can power nearly 300 cars. 

We have to reduce as much waste as possible from the global food system, and this means 
more locally grown food delivered to local markets. 

We have to cap meat production and shift to plant-based diets. There is a growing demand for 
meat in the developing world, which means Americans and Europeans need to eat a lot less red 
meat. 

https://www.leonardodicaprio.org/task-force-to-create-a-new-global-deal-for-nature/


We have to end overfishing. By protecting 50 percent of the oceans, we can ensure continued 
healthy populations of fish for the billions people that depend upon seafood as a major source 
of nutrition. 

And we have to shift away from industrial-scale agriculture and prioritize smallholder farms. 
Small farms produce 80 percent of the world’s nutrition, while industrial farms produce only 20 
percent on an area twice the size. In short, small farms produce more foods – we need way less 
monoculture. 

Clearly the massive challenges we face – climate change, loss of biodiversity, feeding the world, 
access to water – can’t be solved in a silo. The solution requires us to see the biosphere and our 
role in it as a complete system. 

Map of Earth’s Ecoregions 

We are used to seeing the world divided up by country boundaries, but this is a map of the 
world drawn by Mother Nature. Each of these colors is a different ecoregion – in short, an area 
of common communities of biodiversity. In many ways, it’s similar to our human maps but from 
the plant and animal kingdom perspective. 

The ecoregions, mother nature’s map, is the organizing principle behind our Global Safety Net. 
It’s vital and long overdue to respect nature’s systems and to use nature’s map as the very basis 
of our plan to protect the biosphere. 



We worked with scientists to group these ecoregions into 190 bioregions: clusters of ecoregions 
that need to be thought of together if we are to move from the vision of One Earth into an 
action plan to make the Safety Net concept a reality. Imagine the radical collaboration and 
transformation that could happen. Communities, Indigenous groups, organizations, 
government, and business could work together to develop a plan to protect an adequate 
amount of nature in their bioregion in tandem with developing a plan to transition to 
renewable energy and transform the agriculture systems. 

All of Us, Together 

Together with leading scientists, experts, committed individuals and communities, we are 
building a strong scientific foundation, and powerful tools, for the world we know is possible. 

But science and tools are not enough. At its core, One Earth is a new vision for our future that 
stands in stark contrast with the doom and gloom scenarios that dominate public discourse. It’s 
understandable that some would think painting a bleak picture of the reality of climate change 
is needed to change hearts and minds, but this approach hasn’t worked. People feel depressed 
and disempowered by the magnitude of the problem. 

We are taking a different approach. We believe that a global transformation can happen if 
people around the world are inspired by a clear vision – a “north star” for the movement that 
connects and tells the stories of the individuals and organizations who are implementing 
tangible solutions in their own communities, linking local action to global impact. 

A different future is possible. We can avert a climate crisis, protect our biosphere and create a 
world where both nature and humanity can coexist and thrive. Instead of fragments of nature 
in a human-controlled world, imagine an interconnected web of wildlands, rivers and oceans 
dotted by sustainable communities and green cities that provide clean air, water and healthy 
food for billions of people. This isn’t an unattainable fantasy. It can be our future. 

Part of making the transformation possible is giving yourself the space to imagine what our 
world could be. Take a moment here – right now – to connect with the earth under your feet 
and the air that you breathe, connect with all the energy that flows through your heart and 
your mind, honor all the life that has come before, that is here now and that can thrive into the 
future. 

You are fierce protectors of each other and our home. You were born into this time because 
you have the strength and the capacity to turn hope into action. You are the transformation. 

You and we together and with nature at our backs have the power to do this. 


