Chapter 10

Biodiversity

Biodiversity refers to the number and variety of species on Earth. There are currently 1.4 million species identified, many of which are insects, with estimates of between 2-100 million species on the planet.

Biodiversity is shrinking!

Humans have a significant impact on overall biodiversity. Many of our activities such as logging are causing habitat destruction which leads to extinction of species. What other activities can cause extinction?

Hunting can also lead to the extinction of a species. All passenger pigeons were hunted to extinction in the US in the early 1900's. Similarly, almost all of the bison were killed by European settlers. Their numbers dropped from 60 million to 300 but have since risen to about 130,000 thanks to conservation efforts.

Hunting in developed countries is no longer a problem due to wildlife regulations and laws.

Poaching, an illegal form of hunting, threatens many animals in developing countries and even some developed ones. African elephants seen their numbers cut in half from 1979-1989 as poachers wanted their tusks.

Exotic species are species that are not native to a particular region. Exotic species are sometimes brought in as pets or to get rid of pest but if they are not controlled this can lead to severe consequences.

Plants and animals are disappearing 1000 times faster than at any other time over the past 65 million years.

Why is biodiversity important?

If species go extinct then it can potentially disrupt an entire ecosystem. If an ecosystem is disrupted then this can lead to more extinctions similar to the snowball effect. But why should the average person care?

Many consumable items originate in areas where some species are going extinct. For example, many of the medical drugs we rely on come from plants, some of which are endangered. If these plants were to go extinct then we could lose valuable drugs that we use to fight cancer and other diseases.

There is also the aesthetic appeal of these species. People tend to be in awe when they are in the presence of an elephant or many other species. If they go extinct then humans and their descendents will never have an opportunity to see this organism alive again. Only pictures will remain.

Answer Questions 1-3 on page 260

