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Wealth, Water and Wildlife – new study finds more biodiversity 

in richer neighbourhoods, especially in dry regions 
 
A unique global study has found that wealthier neighbourhoods in cities have more 

biodiversity in comparison to poorer ones – a pattern that scientists have called the 

‘Luxury Effect’. However, this study found that this ‘effect’ is far greater in the more arid 

regions of the world. 

This new study involved what is called a meta-analysis, whereby all of the previous 
individual studies exploring this pattern are combined, to test whether the Luxury Effect 
is consistently seen around the globe. This approach also allowed the researchers to 
explore other factors that influence these patterns. 
 
The study was conducted by an international team of scientists from the University of 
Turin, Italy, the University of Cape Town (UCT) and the University of Witwatersrand, 
South Africa and the Centre for Ecological Research, Hungary. Their findings were 
published this week in the international journal Global Ecology & Biogeography.  
 
The researchers used 96 different studies conducted in cities from around the world. They 
found that biodiversity, including plants, birds, reptiles and insects, increased in wealthier 
areas of a city. However, this increase was far greater in the drier regions of the world, 
all but disappearing in cities that experience high rainfall.  
 
This finding suggests that the Luxury Effect is likely driven by water availability. Richer 
people living in dry regions may invest more in water features, such as ponds or swimming 
pools, or in irrigation of their gardens and parks. Alternatively, wealthier areas may be 
associated with wetter areas within these arid landscapes, with higher property prices 
associated with lakes, rivers or other wetland features. 
 
Surprisingly, the study found that the overall wealth of a country did not influence the 
likelihood that the Luxury Effect would be present. 
 
Lead author Professor Dan Chamberlain from the University of Turin said: “Our study 
shows that rich people have greater access to biodiversity in cities, especially in drier 
parts of the world. This is important, because biodiversity is a key component of the 
quality of life of city dwellers, but it is clearly not distributed equally across society. 



Moreover, given that climate change will likely increase aridity in many cities, this 
inequality will become more pronounced in the future.”  
 
Co-author on the study, Associate Professor Arjun Amar from UCT said: “Extreme 
inequality and arid conditions in South Africa make the environmental injustice caused by 
the Luxury Effect especially acute. Increasing our understanding of how these patterns 
arise can help in the creation of more equitable cities in the future.” 
 
The authors said they hope the findings “will facilitate the management of urban areas in 
a more equitable manner, helping to ensure that the benefits of urban biodiversity are 
available to both rich and poor alike”. 
 
 

 
 

 



 
                                                

Notes for editors 

1. The study is published as: Chamberlain, D.E., Reynolds, C., Amar, A., Henry, D., 
Caprio, E. & Batáry, P. (in press). Wealth, water and wildlife: landscape aridity 
intensifies the urban Luxury Effect. Global Ecology & Biogeography. 
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/geb.13122 

 

2. Requests for copies of the paper and interviews can be sent to:  

 

Prof Dan Chamberlain – University of Turin: dan.chamberlain99@gmail.com Tel: +39 

370 700 5186 

 

Ass. Prof Arjun Amar – University of Cape Town: arjundevamar@gmail.com Tel: +27 

(0)21 650330 or +27 (0) 795 855603 

 

ENDS 

Issued by: UCT Communication and Marketing Department 

Nombuso Shabalala  
Head: Media Liaison  
Communication and Marketing Department 
University of Cape Town 
Rondebosch 
Tel: (021) 650 190 
Cell: (076) 73 5882 
Email: nombuso.shabalala@uct.ac.za 
Website: www.uct.ac.za  

 

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/geb.131221
mailto:dan.chamberlain99@gmail.com
mailto:arjundevamar@gmail.com
mailto:nombuso.shabalala@uct.ac.za
http://www.uct.ac.za/

