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Letters

Verdict on biodiversity: Essential

After reading Donald T. Torell’s diatribe
about biodiversity (“Biodiversity: Desider-
atum or humbug?” SN: 9/11/93, p.163), | could
only shake my head in disgust at the low level
of critical thinking skills that we have engen-
dered in this country. | will leave it to others to
educate him about species such as the dusky
sparrow, the ivory-billed woodpecker, and the
passenger pigeon, which have become glo-
bally extinct within the past five, 25, and 100
years.

I do, however, want to point out that bio-
diversity is much more than the number of
species on Earth. The strains of species that
have evolved in isolated populations around
the world are the bigger part of biodiversity.

This immense storehouse of genetic mate-
rial has an unimaginable array of uses, from
food and medicines to materials and just plain
scientific knowledge. Genetic attributes of the
wild cousins of our crop species have been
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incorporated into crop varieties to avert
worldwide crop failure.

We will never discover many of these uses
without becoming better at conserving these
resources in the only way possible — in their
many, diverse habitats.

Ron Raunikar
Salt Lake City, Utah

Bizarre though it may have been, it was a
disservice to your readers to leave un-
answered Torell’s implied assertion that no
species has become extinct “in the last five
years, 25 years, or 100 years” from habitat
removal or any other cause.

For the record, then, here are the extinctions
in a single class, Mammalia, in a single country,
Australia, since 1893:
¢ The short-tailed hopping mouse, Notomys

amplus, not seen since 1896;

e The white-footed rabbit-rat, Conilurus al-
bipes, probably survived into the early 20th
century;

e The long-tailed hopping mouse, Notomnys
longicaudatus, not seen since 1902;
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o The pig-footed bandicoot, Chaeropus ecauda-
tus, not seen since 1907;

e The desert bandicoot, Perameles eremiana,
not seen since 1931;

o The desert rat-kangaroo, Caloprymnus cam-
pestris, not seen since 1935;

eThe Tasmanian wolf, Thylacinus cy-
nocephalus, not seen since 1936;

e The crescent nailtail wallaby, Onychogalea
lunata, not seen since about 1960; and

e The Toolache wallaby, Macropus greyi, not
seen since 1972.

Habitat destruction unquestionably played a
role in the extirpation of some of these species
and may well have been involved in the many
cases where the cause of extinction (in the
years before sophisticated ecological surveys)
is unknown. It is difficult to prove a negative
and easy to overlook an absence. If extended to
the whole animal kingdom and the whole
world, the above list would rival the roll of
names on the Vietnam War Memorial.

And that’s just the animals.

Andrew Stiller
Philadelphia, Pa.
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